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Hongyan Ma and colleagues present useful data in the 2007 article "An Empirical Investigation of Digital Cheating and Plagiarism Among Middle School Students."  This article is considered a scholarly and refereed article.  The title mirrors the topic the article covers, that is, the problem of plagiarism by middle school students.  Research was completed within three middle schools with a focus on finding out reasons for the plagiarism from the point of view of the students, parents and school officials.  Researchers offer possible solutions to the problem at the end of the article. 

The article is directed toward secondary teachers and perhaps student teachers to initiate further dialogue regarding why middle school students cheat and possible solutions to the problem.  In forming the foundations of their research project, the authors look to authorities such as ethics organizations and research experts.  Prior to the research project, background information regarding student sentiments on the subject of cheating was obtained from the Josephson Institute of Ethics.  The data provided creates a frame of reference for data which was researched and presented in the article.  With respect to the design of the research, considerable investigation is done on the part of the authors to create a viable data collection tool based on the concept of "phenomenology" as outlined in a Denzin and Lincoln article entitled "Strategies of Quantitative Inquiry."  (Denzin, 1998).  Additionally, further insight was taken from "Qualitative Research for Education." Using these works provides a good foundation for research since the intent of phenomenology is to gain information regarding the students' feelings towards plagiarism and cheating with a basis in experience and observations (Bogdan, 1998).   Explaining these foundation resources at the onset of the paper is considered a strength of the article since it helps set the stage for the research topic and provides valuable information to new and practicing teachers on the subject of research methods.


The inquiry leading to the results of the study involved three distinct questions.  A strength in this approach is an increased degree of self-expression in possible answers.  Multiple choice answers in studies may lead participants to responses they do not wholly agree with, yet are forced to choose from among given answers.  Though the research questions were likely meant to avoid forced answers, the wording of Question 2 seems to do just the opposite.  Asking "What on the Internet contributes....." implies the Internet itself contributes to cheating and plagiarism (Ma, 2007).  Whether or not the Internet contributes to plagiarism can be determined through the research.  Unfortunately, students and other test subjects may not consider other alternatives when the question implies a contribution to the problem on the part of the Internet. 

Some findings of the study regarding plagiarism include the influence of peers on cheating, it is easy to cheat and hard to get caught, and once caught, punishment does not enforce the rules.  When students see others cheat, they may follow suit, and this attitude could lead to apathy over the issue.  The study found the Internet made it easy for students to cheat without getting caught.  Further, research indicates students do not think there is consistent punishment if they are punished at all.  Recommendations from the authors include the instruction of students in proper use of resources and consistent discipline regarding violation of policies.  A narrative voice presents these results, rather than charts or graphs, which could be considered a weakness.  Charts and graphs would have been more credible, but the way the information was expressed made it easily understandable.         


Three schools were included in the research, from three different demographic areas in an eastern state.  With 51 participants in the study, students, parents, and school personnel were included.  Thirty-six of the participants were the middle school students themselves.  A strength of the study was the effort it makes to diversify the group to give a true picture of students' views.  Despite efforts to diversify, a relatively small student sample and lack of diversity within the test group is a weakness.  Only 36 total students participate in the study.  The test subjects are not representative of the American population, with a small percentage of African-Americans in comparison with what is present in inner city schools, for example. In fact, minorities are clumped together in the statement  "few" in the overall population of one of the schools, and the actual percentage of minorities participating in the research is not explicitly listed (Ma, 2007).  Since there is a considerable amount of effort put into research processes, these research methods could likely be applied to larger, more diverse samples in future studies yielding a more representative model of students' thoughts on plagiarism.  


Strengths of the study include significant consideration given to the structure of the research, open ended questions, attempts at diversity in sample and coherent recommendations.  Weaknesses of the piece include limited and leading questions, a small research sample which lacks diversity, and a lack of charts and graphs.  The weaknesses could be overcome by restructuring some of the questions and using a larger and more diverse sample of research and charting the results.  Overall, the research opens a window into the world of cheating and plagiarism in middle schools, and offers straightforward advice in instructing students about the topic.       
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