






Gate these or other ethical principles in
their curriculum, librarians usually are
limited to a one time instructional session
with students. Yet, in many ways, librari-
ans observe first-hand unethical behavior
in students. How can they address this
dilemma? One might begin with a video
such as the 12 minute A Shared Set of Val-
ues: Copyright and Intellectual Property
in the Academic Community, which
addresses both legal and ethical values and
can be used as an in$oduction  to stimulate
a lively discussion.

Further, the following questions may
give guidance to students in recognizing
an ethical dilemma:30

Is it illegal? (Then it probably is
unethical.)

Does it violate ethics codes?

Does it bother your conscience or vio-
late your personal values and princi-
ples or those of others around you?

Does it look as though someone is
likely to be harmed? (The someone
could be you.)

Would this practice continue if it were
publicized, for example in the student
newspaper?

Finally, teaching by the use of analogy
of case studies is a proven teaching

technique. Following are three case stud-
ies to serve as examples which represent
the common experiences of librarians and
faculty. Many students learn from small
group discussions and hands-on experi-
ences, and these case studies can be ana-
lyzed in groups. The previously listed
questions to guide students in recognizing
an ethical dilemma apply to these and
other cases. The following questions can
also be asked about the three cases:

l What is the ethical issue?

l What principle(s) might apply?

Case One
A marketing professor has assigned a

paper to his international marketing class.
The students are to pick randomly from a
hat the name of a country and then pick
randomly from another hat the name of a
product. The project is to research how the
selected product can be marketed in the
selected country. The professor brings the
class to the library for an instructional ses-
sion, and the librarian shows a number of
print sources and CD-ROMs which will be
very helpful to the students both as
sources of information as well as refer-
ences to relevant books and articles. The
librarian also shows the students how they

can access country and product informa-
tion through the Web. The professor
encourages students to use the Web, and
the librarian explains the caveats of using
commercial Websites. The projects are
completed and turned in. The professor
notices something very odd about one of
the papers and asks several colleagues
about it. Words are occasionally under-
lined, but for no apparent reason; that is,
they are not foreign expressions, are not
words to be emphasized, and are not the
title of anything. Colleagues are not sure
either. The professor comes to the librar-
ian and she identifies the underlined words
as links from a Website. Apparently the
student downloaded a site and incorpo-
rated it into the paper without citing the
source, nor did the student bother to proof-
read either.

What does the professor or librarian
say, not just to confront this particular act
of plagiarism, but to help change the stu-
dent’s unethical behavior?

“While plagiary has been a
perennial  problem  in the print

environment,  it and other
misuses of information  have

been exacerbated by the
unique properties of the
electronic environment.”

Case Two

A history professor uses the Internet
extensively for all of her classes. She posts
students’ research papers on the Web for
classmates to read and critique. Students
then are expected to rewrite their papers
incorporating comments from the class.
One of the professor’s classes is World
History, and this year the class is com-
prised of a very lively, fun-loving group of
second-year students who are stereotypi-
tally sophomoric in their behavior. One of
the students thinks it would be humorous
to post her friend’s paper on the Web, but
to give authorship to another person.
Shortly after the posting, the history pro-
fessor happens to come across the paper
on the Web and accuses the authentic
author of plagiarism. The student is placed
in a very difficult position of defending
herself because she is not aware of the
“joke.”

This is supposed to be a joke, but who
is hurt? Is there an ethical issue on the part
of the professor posting students’ papers?

Case Three

An English professor has been with the
same students for an entire semester of
first-year English composition. He knows
his 25 students well, and has little diffi-
culty identifying individual writing styles.
The required paper at the end of the
semester is a five-page reaction paper on
an issue of the student’s choice. The
papers are dutifully turned in on time, and
as the professor reads one of the papers, he
notices early on that this is a style of writ-
ing he has not seen before in this class. He
looks at the student’s name and is quite
sure that this student has never before
written so gracefully or so clearly. He asks
the student into his office and asks her
directly, “Is this your own work?’ She
responds, “Of course, it is, why would you
ask me such a question?’ He replies,
“You’ve never turned in any written com-
positions that bear any remote resem-
blance to this one.” She is indignant and
says, “It is my own work.” The professor
comes to the library and asks a librarian
for assistance in finding the source of this
paper. Inputting key words in Lexisl
Nexis, he finds the origin of the student’s
paper: an article in Glamour magazine
which the student has copied in its
entirety. The professor then calls the stu-
dent into his office and shows her the arti-
cle from Glamour and the paper she
submitted. Her response is this: “Why are
you doing this to me?’

How does a professor or a librarian
help students recognize ethical issues and
respond with critical analysis and respon-
sible action?

CONCLUSION

While plagiary has been a perennial prob-
lem in the print environment, it and other
misuses of information have been exacer-
bated by the unique properties of the elec-
tronic environment. Students seem not to
take seriously the law nor campus policies
about plagiarism and other misuses of
information technology, yet librarians and
faculty continue to face the challenge of
motivating students to become part of the
academic community where honesty and
scholarship are virtues. This article sug-
gests Kant’s categorical imperative, never
to use another as a means but always as an
end, may be effective in helping students
see the use of information as an issue of
respect for self and others. Placing princi-
ples such as ownership, right to privacy,
social responsibility, and self-respect
within the context of a philosophy of eth-
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