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Introduction 
 
This free pdf download describes a composition assignment that I have used successfully during 
my years of teaching at Ohio University. 
 
Briefly, the assignment is to write about a famous plagiarist or fabulist (such as a scientist who 
faked data or a journalist who faked interviews). Actually, any kind of professional misconduct 
or professional mistake is OK to write about. It is OK to write about engineering disasters or 
aviation disasters and why they happened. It is also OK to write about a person who is ethical but 
made a mistake, such as announcing an important scientific discovery (such as a particle that 
goes faster than the speed of light) that is not really an important scientific discovery because the 
experiment was faulty in some way. 
 
Other teachers are welcome to download and read this pdf file and decide whether this 
assignment will work in their classes. 
 
The pdf file is divided into two main sections following this brief introduction.  
 
First is a description of the assignment. Of course, teachers can modify the assignment as they 
wish.  
 
Following that are some examples of Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Reports written by students. 
Teachers may print them and use them as examples for their students. One way to get good 
writing from students is to show them good work written by other students. Of course, the 
authors of the famous-plagiarist reports own the copyright to what they have written. I thank 
them for giving me permission to use their work in this book or pfd file. 
 
Note: Currently, the MLA is in the process of changing how to write an MLA-style Works Cited 
list. 
 
Note: Some of the student papers are very careful in citing sources, and even cite common 
knowledge. 
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Assign the Project 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

• Check out <http://www.famousplagiarists.com/>. This is an excellent site for finding out about 
famous plagiarists. 
• Go to <slate.com> and search for “plagiarism.” Many articles will appear. 
 
Teacher’s Expectations 
 
What are your teacher’s expectations for the famous-plagiarist/fabulist report? 
• You will keep up with the reading. In addition, you will talk in class. 
• You will start writing this famous-plagiarist/fabulist report at least three days before it is due. 
• You will spend at least five hours on this paper. 
• You will revise this famous-plagiarist/fabulist report at least once. 
• You will bring a good, complete, typed draft to the peer review session. 
• You will get feedback on your famous-plagiarist/fabulist report during the peer review session. 
• You will get feedback on your famous-plagiarist/fabulist report from at least one other person 
outside of class. 
• You will proofread this famous-plagiarist/fabulist report at least twice. 
• You will run a spelling check on the final draft of your famous-plagiarist/fabulist report. 
 
The Project 

 
Assign: Mandatory report. You will a report using MLA format about a plagiarist/fabulist of 
your choice.  
 
• You will need at least five reference sources; list them in a Works Cited List using the MLA 
format.  
 
• Write 800 to 3,000 words.  
 
• Remember to double-space your papers. 
 
• Remember to hand in your early drafts. 

 
Notes: 
 
• Do not cite <wikipedia.com>. This site may be a good place to look for ideas, but it is an 
unreliable source. As you know, anyone can edit <wikipedia.com> and so any idiot can edit 
<wikipedia.com>. However, you may use <wikipedia.com> as a starting point to get some 
names of possible plagiarists/fabulists to research at better-quality sites, although you will not 
use <wikipedia.com> as a source. That is, you will not cite <wikipedia.com>, and you will not 
put <wikipedia.com> in your Works Cited list. Since anyone can edit <wikipedia.com>, 
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someone may list the name of a non-plagiarist/fabulist as a plagiarist/fabulist simply to make 
trouble for that person. 
 
• Do check out <http://www.famousplagiarists.com/>. This is an excellent site for finding out 
about famous plagiarists. 
 
• It’s a good idea to define plagiarism in your report. 
 
• Give some biographical details about the plagiarist/fabulist. 
 
• Identify what the plagiarism consisted of. Whose work did the plagiarist/fabulist steal? Did the 
plagiarist/fabulist copy word for word the work of someone else without giving that person 
credit? Did the plagiarist/fabulist paraphrase the work of someone else without giving that 
person credit? 
 
• What happened to the plagiarist/fabulist, if anything? 
 
• Of course, proofread your work carefully. 
 
• Of course, avoid plagiarism in your report about a famous plagiarist/fabulist. 
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Why Wikipedia is Not a Good Source 
 
Example #1 
 
The Pop-Tarts page is often aflutter. Pop-Tarts, it says as of today (February 8, 2008), were 
discontinued in Australia in 2005. Maybe that’s true. Before that it said that Pop-Tarts were 
discontinued in Korea. Before that Australia. Several days ago it said: “Pop-Tarts is german for 
Little Iced Pastry O’ Germany.” Other things I learned from earlier versions: More than two 
trillion Pop-Tarts are sold each year. George Washington invented them. They were developed in 
the early 1960s in China. Popular flavors are “frosted strawberry, frosted brown sugar cinnamon, 
and semen.” Pop-Tarts are a “flat Cookie.” No: “Pop-Tarts are a flat Pastry, KEVIN 
MCCORMICK is a FRIGGIN LOSER notto mention a queer inch.” No: “A Pop-Tart is a flat 
condom.” Once last fall the whole page was replaced with “NIPPLES AND BROCCOLI!!!!!” 
 
Source: http://www.nybooks.com/articles/21131 
Volume 55, Number 4 · March 20, 2008 
 
Example #2 
 
Will Harris: I heard that you recorded a second solo album; is that still kind of in limbo as far as 
getting a release? 
 
Ian Astbury: Um…I haven’t recorded a second solo album. 
 
Will Harris: Oh, okay. Dammit, I know you can't trust Wikipedia, but on Wikipedia, there is a 
report that you had recorded a second solo album that is just sitting in limbo waiting. 
 
Ian Astbury: Wikipedia is the worst propaganda bullshit. It is so wrong on so many accounts. 
 
Will Harris: Yeah, and I get burned every damned time I do any research on there, and I don't 
know why I keep going back to it. 

Ian Astbury: Because it’s there in front of us, and that’s just us as human beings. We just don't 
look any further than the end of our noses. 
 
Will Harris: Well, that is true. 

Ian Astbury: That’s why the culture is in such a shitty situation. We believe what we see and read 
and hear, so…I don't know. 

Will Harris: Well, I’m notoriously naive, so that might have something to do with it in this case. 
 
Source: Will Harris: A Chat with Ian Astbury, lead singer of The Cult (bullz-eye.com) 
http://www.bullz-eye.com/music/interviews/2007/ian_astbury.htm 
November 30, 2007 
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Example #3 
 
Will Harris: Was the appearance on “Celebrity Duets” what led you to end up appearing on 
“Dancing with the Stars”? 

Alfonso Ribeiro: I’ve never done on “Dancing with the Stars.” 

Will Harris: (Laughs sheepishly) You know, I’ve learned from experience that I can’t always 
trust Wikipedia, but my odds are usually better with IMDb. 

AR: Well, IMDb…I personally think that IMDB and some of those Wikipedia things are 
absolutely ridiculous, because I have been trying to write in to them and tell them, “I didn’t do 
this,” and they never change it. Like, supposedly, my parents are from the Dominican Republic. 
My parents are from Trinidad and Tobago! (Writer’s note: As penance for my egregious error, I 
have duly removed Ribeiro’s name from Wikipedia’s List of People from the Dominican 
Republic.) So they’re not always correct. But, no, all that I did was, I went on and hung out with 
my buddy Joey Fatone, who was currently doing the show. So I went and was sitting in the 
audience. That’s all I did. 

Will Harris: Well, if it’s any consolation, they did have you appearing on the show through 
Round 9. 

Alfonso Ribeiro: (Sarcastically) Wow. Yeah, because I guess I was there through Round 9 to 
watch my buddy. But I didn’t collect a paycheck, so I don’t know how it’s considered work. 

Will Harris: You got me. And I can’t get them to change anything at IMDb, either, for what it’s 
worth. 
 
Source: Will Harris: A Chat with Alfonso Ribeiro 
http://www.bullz-eye.com/television/interviews/2008/alfonso_ribeiro.htm 
Date Downloaded: 21 August 2008 
 
Example #4 
 
I occasionally teach a Great Books (Humanities) course at Ohio University. In one class I was 
teaching Dante’s Inferno. While I was grading papers, I noticed that the same factual error 
appeared in some of the papers. At first I thought that I had taught my students something that 
was incorrect, but I checked my lecture notes and they were correct. I then checked the 
Wikipedia article on Dante’s Inferno. Sure enough, it contained the error. The error was 
corrected in a day or two, but that was too late to help my students. 
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Is It Ethical to Plagiarize? 
 
• What would happen if everyone were to do what you are thinking of doing? 
 
If everyone plagiarizes papers, the professor will think of another way to have students write 
papers that are not plagiarized. For example, a professor friend of mine recently stopped giving 
take-home exams (the answers to which were sometimes plagiarized) and started giving in-class 
essay exams. There is a contradiction here. The student makes the rule “I will plagiarize my 
paper,” but if every student follows the rule, soon it will become impossible to plagiarize. 
Students will no longer have the opportunity to learn how to write papers outside of class—this 
kind of writing is a job skill. Alternatively, if everyone in a course that requires papers (such as a 
composition course) plagiarizes, then everyone will receive lower grades, perhaps even F’s. 
 
• Would you want done to you what you are thinking of doing to other people? 
 
Suppose the student writes a truly excellent paper, then later finds out that the professor has 
plagiarized the paper and published it in a journal. Of course, now the student is unable to  
publish the paper that the student wrote because the student will be accused of plagiarizing the 
professor’s paper. Is this fair? 
 
• What are the consequences of the action you are thinking about doing? 
 
One consequence, of course, is that the student will learn much less than the student would have 
learned if the student had actually done the work. It also means that parents and taxpayers are 
getting a poor return on the money that they are paying for the student’s education. Also, a 
teacher who has been overwhelmed with cases of plagiarism may think of leaving the education 
field in order to pursue a lucrative and exciting career as an international jewel thief. In addition, 
if lots of students plagiarize at Ohio University, then OU will become known as the Plagiarism 
School, and the value of a degree from OU will be lessened. Finally, being caught plagiarizing 
can result in a grade of F for the paper, a grade of F for the course, and/or referral to OU 
Judiciaries. 
 
• When is it ethical to use someone else’s words and ideas? 
 
Of course, the correct answer is when the student gives credit to the other person. 
 
• Suppose someone plagiarizes an excellent communication created by an experienced 
professional working in the field and that communication receives an A. What happens to the 
student-written papers that would have normally received an A? 
 
The standard for an A in the course is likely to go up. If the plagiarized paper gets an A, then the 
student-written papers that would have normally received an A may receive grades of A- or 
lower. 
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How to Write a Research Report on a Famous Plagiarist/fabulist 
 
Step 1: Understand the Assignment 
 
The first thing, of course, is to understand the assignment. Ask the teacher about the length of the 
paper. Also review how many sources you need to cite in your report and list in your Works 
Cited list. As you should know, you will be using the MLA format, and your teacher will be your 
reader. 
 
Step 2: Read Some Good Sample Research Reports 
 
It is always a good idea to read some good examples of the communication you will write. You 
may be able to pick up some good ideas for your own paper. Also, knowing that other students 
have written good research papers on famous plagiarists/fabulists will help you know that you 
can also write a good research report on a famous plagiarist/fabulist.  
 
Step 3: Pick a Famous Plagiarist/Fabulist to Research  
 
You should pick one or two famous plagiarists/fabulists to research. The second 
plagiarist/fabulist is your backup topic in case you can’t enough information on your first topic.  
 
Step 4: Outline Your Report 
 
It may seem unusual to outline your report at this point, but if you know the kinds of information 
you are going to need for your report, then you can limit your research to those kinds of 
information. Knowing that your reader is your teacher can help you to know what should be the 
content of your paper. For example, you know that your teacher wants you to know what 
plagiarism is and how to avoid it, and so it is a good idea to define plagiarism and to explain how 
to avoid committing plagiarism. Of course, you also know the other things that need to be in 
your report: biographical information about the famous plagiarist/fabulist, the evidence that 
famous plagiarist/fabulist committed plagiarism, and what happened to the famous 
plagiarist/fabulist as a result of the plagiarism. Here is an outline that you might use: 
 

Introduction: Introduces the Topic 
Definition of Plagiarism and Information About How to Avoid Committing Plagiarism 
Background Information About the Famous Plagiarist/Fabulist 
Evidence That the Plagiarist/Fabulist Committed Plagiarism/Fabulism 
What Happened to the Plagiarist/Fabulist as a Result of the Plagiarism/Fabulism 
 

The outline above has five sections, but that doesn’t mean that you must limit yourself to five 
paragraphs. The section that gives evidence that the famous plagiarist/fabulist committed 
plagiarism/faulism may be more than one or two paragraphs long. 
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Step 5: Do the Research 
 
When you do the research, do more than simply Google the name of the famous 
plagiarist/fabulist and the word “Plagiarism.” Spend time in your school library learning about 
such databases as Academic Search Premier and LexisNexis Academic. Google will return 
many, many hits, some very good and some very bad. Academic Search Premier and LexisNexis 
Academic will have already weeded out many very bad hits, leaving behind the good stuff. With 
many databases, you may email what you have found to yourself. At home, you may then print 
out the articles, etc. 
 
Step 6: Become Familiar with What You Have Researched  
 
Read over what you have researched. Highlight the important points. Note especially the content, 
such as the evidence of plagiarism, and the quotations you will use when you draft your report. 
Make sure that you have enough sources and enough content to write your report. 
 
Step 7: Write the Draft 
 
Of course, you will need to write a first draft. Write as well as you can, being aware, of course, 
that you can revise what you wrote to make it better. 
 
Step 8: Double-check In-Text Citations 
 
This is the first of a number of steps to make sure that you know how to format a research paper 
and cite sources accurately. The MLA format uses in-text citations. For example, if you have a 
quotation or a paraphrase, the information that identifies the source of that quotation or 
paraphrase will follow it in parentheses. Usually, that information will be the author’s last name 
and the page number. Sometimes, no author name is given in the source, so you will use one or a 
few words to indicate the source’s title. Sometimes, the source does not have page numbers, so 
you won’t be able to put them in your in-text citation. Be aware that short quotations (four or 
fewer lines) and long quotations (five or more lines) of prose are formatted differently. Short 
quotations appear as part of a paragraph that you have written. Long quotations are set off in 
indented block style. 
 
Note: If the sources do not have page numbers, no page numbers will, of course, appear in the in-
text citations. 
 
Note: Use the word “sic” to point out a mistake that appears in the original source. This lets the 
reader know that you did not make that mistake. For example, we should italicize the titles of 
books and movies, but often WWW sources don’t do that. 
 
Step 9: Double-check Common Knowledge 
 
Common knowledge is knowledge that is widely known and that appears in many reference 
sources. For example, “John F. Kennedy was assassinated in 1963” is common knowledge. 
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Common knowledge does not need to be cited. Double-check your report to make sure that you 
have cited everything that needs to be cited. 
 
Note: Even when knowledge is common, the words in which is expressed can be plagiarized. For 
example, the definition of the word “plagiarism” is common knowledge, but you can’t just steal 
a definition from a dictionary. If you take a definition of “plagiarism” word for word from a 
definition, you need to cite the dictionary. However, if you write your own definition of 
“plagiarism” using your own words, you do not need to cite that. 
 
Step 10: Double-check Introductions to Quotations 
 
Don’t just stick quotations into your paper. Introduce them.  
 
Here is an example of an introduction to a long quotation:  

According to the Merriam-Webster’s On-Line Dictionary, to plagiarize is “to steal and 

pass off (the ideas or words of another) as one’s own” (Plagiarism.org 2008).  

Here is an example of an introduction to a long quotation:  

Dr. Thomas J. Schaeper of the History Department of St. Bonaventure University gives 

us this specific example of the similarities between Haley’s novel and Courlander’s 

novel:  

This passage appears in Courlander’s book: ‘He must hear what the farmer 

cannot hear. He must smell what others cannot smell . . . his eyes must pierce the 

darkness.’ The following appears in Roots: ‘He must hear what others cannot, 

smell what others cannot. He must see through the darkness.’ Haley defended 

himself by saying the hundreds of similar passages were the result of sloppy 

notetaking; he claimed that he simply forgot what were Courlander’s phrases and 

what were his own. (“Plagiarism”)  

Note: Long quotations are often introduced by an independent clause that ends with a colon. 
 
Step 11: Double-check MLA Format for Quotations 
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Remember, short quotations of prose have four or fewer lines. Long quotations of prose have 
five or more lines. Short quotations of prose are part of the sentence in which they appear. Long 
quotations of prose are set off by themselves in block style. That means that they are indented 
more than you indent the beginnings of paragraphs. 
 
Step 12: Double-check the Works Cited List 
 
Currently, we are in a transition period between the old MLA format for Works Cited lists and 
the new MLA format for Works Cited lists. You may use either one. You will need a good 
English handbook to use. All good English handbooks will cover the MLA format for Works 
Cited lists.  
 
The Works Cited list should appear at the end of your essay. It provides the information 
necessary for a reader to locate and be able to read any sources you cite in the essay. Each source 
you cite in the essay must appear in your Works Cited list; likewise, each entry in the Works 
Cited list must be cited in your text.  

 
The Modern Language Association has recently changed its rules for creating a Works Cited 
List. Go to this Web site for a free download explaining the new rules: 
 

http://www.dianahacker.com/resdoc/pdf/Hacker-MLAupdates.pdf 
 
Step 13: Double-check MLA Format for Academic Papers 
 
In the upper right hand of each page, including the first page and the Works Cited page, put your 
last name and the page number. 
 
In the upper left corner of the first page, put this information: 
 

Your Name 

Teacher’s Name 

Course 

Date 

For example: 

Jane Anonymous 

Prof. David Bruce 

ENG 151 

3 May 2009 

Double-space everything in your paper, including the long quotations and the Works Cited list. 
 
Step 14: Revise 
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Write more than one draft of this paper. Hardly ever will a paper come out perfect the first draft. 
 
Step 15: Evaluate and Revise as Needed 
 
Keep doing this as needed. Repeat any steps that you need to repeat, including “Step 2: Read 
Some Good Sample Research Reports.” Write a good paper. 
 
Step 16: Proofread, Proofread, Proofread 
 
Proofreading is always important. Of course, you can proofread earlier as well. I tend to 
proofread after every draft. But always, at the end of writing your paper, you should proofread, 
proofread, proofread. Proofread three times. 
 
Step 17: Hand in the Paper 
 
After you print out your paper for what you hope is the final time, look it over. If it needs 
corrected, correct it and print out a new draft. If it looks OK, staple the pages together in the 
proper order, write “final draft” on it, put in a 2-pocket folder with at least one early draft, and 
hand it in on the due date. 
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Common Knowledge 
 
What is Common Knowledge? 
 
Common knowledge is knowledge that is widely known. It consists of facts that many, many 
people know. These facts appear over and over in reference guides such as dictionaries and 
encyclopedias. 
 
Does Common Knowledge Need to Be Cited in Your Papers? 
 
It depends. 
 
Common knowledge consists of facts. If the facts are put in your own words, commonly known 
facts do not need to be cited. Here are some examples of commonly known facts: 
 

John F. Kennedy died in 1963. 
Columbus is the capital of Ohio. 
Madonna sang the song “Like a Virgin.” 
Paul Newman starred in Cool Hand Luke. 
 

Important: Common knowledge does not consist of words arranged in a particular pattern. In 
other words, you can’t copy part of an encyclopedia article (or other source) and paste it into 
your paper without properly citing the source, including using quotation marks (for short quotes) 
or block format (for long quotes). If you were to copy part of an encyclopedia article (or other 
source) and paste it into your paper without using quotation marks and without citing the source, 
you would be committing plagiarism. Someone worked hard to write the encyclopedia article (or 
other source) and that person (or the person’s organization) must get credit for that work. 
 
However, if you take some commonly known facts from the encyclopedia article (or other 
source) and some commonly known facts from other sources and write them in your own words, 
then you do not need to cite the sources. 
 
An Example 
 
The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition, 2001-07, contains this information at the beginning 
of its article on John F. Kennedy: 
 

1917–63, 35th President of the United States (1961–63), b. Brookline, Mass.; son of 
Joseph P. Kennedy. 

  
Early Life 
While an undergraduate at Harvard (1936–40) he served briefly in London as secretary to 
his father, who was ambassador there. His Harvard honors thesis on the British failure to 
judge the threat of Nazi Germany was published as Why England Slept (1940). Enlisting 
in the navy in Sept., 1941, he became commander of a PT boat in the Pacific in World 
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War II. In action off the Solomon Islands (Aug., 1943), his boat, PT 109, was sunk, and 
Kennedy was credited with saving the life of at least one of his crew. 
 

The facts recounted here are common knowledge; however, you cannot copy these words and 
paste them in your paper without properly citing the source, including using quotation marks (for 
short quotes) or block format (for long quotes). If you do that, you are guilty of plagiarism.  
 
In addition, you cannot copy these words and paste them in your paper, and then change one or a 
few words and not properly cite the source, including using quotation marks (for short quotes) or 
block format (for long quotes). If you do that, you are guilty of plagiarism. 
 
How Can I Avoid Plagiarism? 
 
Obviously, if you quote word for word, you must use quotation marks (for short quotes) or block 
format (for long quotes) and you must properly cite the source.  
 
Chances are, what you should do is to consult other sources about John F. Kennedy and find 
other commonly known facts about him. Then, when you write about his early life, write without 
consulting your sources. Check to make sure that you are not inadvertently quoting one or more 
of your sources and make sure that what you write is commonly known facts. If you have used 
your own words and have used only commonly known facts, you will be OK. 
 
Here are some commonly known facts about John F. Kennedy: 
 

John F. Kennedy was born in 1917, and he died in 1963. 
John F. Kennedy was the 35th President of the United States. 
John F. Kennedy was born in Brookline, Massachusetts. 
John F. Kennedy was the son of Joseph P. Kennedy. 
John F. Kennedy was of Irish Catholic descent. 
John F. Kennedy attended Harvard University and graduated in 1940. 
After graduating from Harvard, John F. Kennedy joined the United States Navy. 
In 1943, while John F. Kennedy was in the Navy, a Japanese destroyer sank the PT boat 

he commanded. He led the survivors to safety and became a war hero. 
John F. Kennedy became a Democratic Congressman from Massachusetts. 
From 1953 until 1960, John F. Kennedy was a Democratic Senator from Massachusetts. 
In 1953, John F. Kennedy married Jacqueline Bouvier. 
In 1955, John F. Kennedy wrote Profiles in Courage. This book won a Pulitzer Prize. 
In 1963, John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas. 
 

All of the facts above are commonly known and appear in many, many reference sources. 
However, you can’t simply copy and paste them in one of your papers without giving this 
handout and me credit. If you were to copy and paste them in one of your papers without giving 
this handout and me credit, you would be guilty of plagiarism. 
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Common Knowledge Assignment 
 
Take the commonly known facts above and use them to write a paragraph about John F. 
Kennedy. Remember to vary your sentence length (don’t use lots of very short sentences), 
sentence structure (once in a while, use an introductory clause, or join two independent clauses 
together), and sentence beginnings (don’t begin lots of sentences with “John F. Kennedy”). If 
you use your own words, you do not need to cite anything because all of the facts listed above 
are commonly known. In your paragraph, use most of the facts above. 
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Checklist for Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report 
Check the Content 
 
Here are a number of topics that a good famous-plagiarist/fabulist report may cover.  
 

Introduction: Introduces the Topic 
Definition of Plagiarism/Fabulism and Information About How to Avoid Committing 

Plagiarism/Fabulism 
Background Information About the Famous Plagiarist/Fabulist 
Evidence That the Plagiarist/Fabulist Committed Plagiarism/Fabulism 
What Happened to the Plagiarist/Fabulist as a Result of the Plagiarism/Fabulism 
 

The section “Definition of Plagiarism /Fabulism and Information About How to Avoid 
Committing Plagiarism/Fabulism” may be short, but the section “Evidence That the 
Plagiarist/Fabulist Committed Plagiarism/Fabulism” may be long. 
 
Check the In-Text Citations 
 
You must show that you know how to format a research paper and cite sources accurately. The 
MLA format uses in-text citations. For example, if you have a quotation or a paraphrase, the 
information that identifies the source of that quotation or paraphrase will follow it in parentheses. 
Usually, that information will be the author’s last name and the page number. Sometimes, no 
author name is given in the source, so you will use one or a few words to indicate the source’s 
title. Sometimes, the source does not have page numbers, so you won’t be able to put them in 
your in-text citation. Be aware that short quotations (four or fewer lines) and long quotations 
(five or more lines) of prose are formatted differently. Short quotations appear as part of a 
paragraph that you have written. Long quotations are set off in indented block style. 
 
Check Common Knowledge 
 
Common knowledge is knowledge that is widely known and that appears in many reference 
sources. For example, “John F. Kennedy was assassinated in 1963” is common knowledge. 
Common knowledge does not need to be cited. Check the report to make sure that you have cited 
everything that needs to be cited. 
 
Note: Even when knowledge is common, the words in which is expressed can be plagiarized. For 
example, the definition of the word “plagiarism” is common knowledge, but you can’t just steal 
a definition from a dictionary. If you take a definition of “plagiarism” word for word from a 
definition, you need to cite the dictionary. However, if you write your own definition of 
“plagiarism” using your own words, you do not need to cite that. 
 
Check Introductions to Quotations 
 
Don’t just stick quotations into your paper. Introduce them.  
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Check MLA Format for Quotations 
 
Remember, short quotations of prose have four or fewer lines. Long quotations of prose have 
five or more lines. Short quotations of prose are part of the sentence in which they appear. Long 
quotations of prose are set off by themselves in block style. That means that they are indented 
more than you indent the beginnings of paragraphs. 
 
Check the Works Cited List 
 
Currently, we are in a transition period between the old MLA format for Works Cited lists and 
the new MLA format for Works Cited lists. You may use either one. You will need a good 
English handbook to use. All good English handbooks will cover the MLA format for Works 
Cited lists.  
 
The Works Cited list should appear at the end of your essay. It provides the information 
necessary for a reader to locate and be able to read any sources you cite in the essay. Each source 
you cite in the essay must appear in your Works Cited list; likewise, each entry in the Works 
Cited list must be cited in your text.  
 
Check MLA Format for Academic Papers 
 
In the upper right hand of each page, including the first page and the Works Cited page, put your 
last name and the page number. 
 
In the upper left corner of the first page, put this information: 
 

Your Name Your Name 

Prof. Name of Prof. Prof. David Bruce 

Course ENG 151 

Date 3 May 2009 

 
Proofread, Proofread, Proofread 
 
Proofreading is always important. Of course, you can proofread earlier as well. I tend to 
proofread after every draft. But always, at the end of writing your paper, you should proofread, 
proofread, proofread. Proofread three times. 
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Peer Review Sheet: Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report 
 
1. Exchange papers with another student. 
 
 
2. Read the other student’s Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report. 
 
 
3. Write down briefly your opinion of the other student’s Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report. 
Good? Bad? Interesting? Boring? 
 
 
 
4. Write down any questions you would like to ask after reading the Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist 
Report. Was everything clear to you? Did you understand all the terms that were used? Do you 
have any questions about what did or did not happen?  
 
 
 
5. Write down one thing that the writer did well, in your opinion. 
 
 
 
6. Write down one thing that the writer should improve, in your opinion. 
 
 
 
7. Write down any other suggestions for improvement that you have for the paper. 
 
 
 
 
8. Go through the Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report again and make any proofreading 
corrections that need to be made. 
 
9. Does the writer use the correct MLA format for the paper? 
 
 
10. Does the writer correct cite sources in the paper? 
 
 
11. Does the writer use the correct format for the Works Cited List? 
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12. Go over the Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report orally with the writer. Make any comments or 
suggestions for improvement that you would like to make. Of course, the writer will do the same 
things with the Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report that you wrote. 
 
 
13. Give this sheet of paper to the writer, then exchange Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Reports with 
another writer and go through the process again. 
 
 
14. Go home and revise your Famous-Plagiarist/Fabulist Report.  
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Prof. David Bruce 

ENG 308J 

27th February 2012 

Andrew Wakefield: Arrogance or Greed? 

Science and its discoveries influence our lives every day. Scientific discovery is at the 

root of all of our technology and modern conveniences that we take for granted. Everything from 

central heating to our smart phones began as an article in a scientific journal proclaiming the 

discovery of a new aspect of nature that we can use. In the medical field, the advancement of 

science has also been felt tremendously. Life expectancy has increased by over fifty percent over 

the past hundred years from 49.2 in 1900 to 77.5 in 2003 (United States Cong). Such an 

incredible increase is the result of a century of strict application of the scientific method, 

including rigorous testing of the validity of scientific discoveries, and intense peer review. This 

ensures that the scientific consensus is as accurate as possible given what is known at any given 

time. However, there are people who attempt to blaze their own trail without regards for truth, 

the result of which can be catastrophic. Andrew Wakefield was one such person who threw out 

the scientific method to fake his data and push a dangerous theory instead of admitting his 

failure. 

A fabulist is “a person who invents or relates fables” or “a liar” (“Fabulist”). In one sense 

a fabulist is the opposite of a plagiarist, who passes along the work of another author as their 

own, since the fabulist is at least creating an original idea (“Plagiarism”). However, they are 

similar in that they are both perpetrating a form of fraud. Both the fabulist and the plagiarist use 

“deceit, trickery … or breach of confidence, perpetrated for profit or to gain some unfair or  
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dishonest advantage” (“Fraud”). For example, the advantage for the plagiarist may be that they 

don’t need to do the writing themselves. In the case of Andrew Wakefield we will see that he did 

it for both profit and that in faking his data Wakefield gained an advantage over his peers when it 

came to winning over the court of public opinion. 

Andrew Wakefield was a promising scientist who by the age of 25 had received his 

doctorate and by his early thirties was a surgeon in Canada (Mnookin 103). His first major work 

was investigating Crohn’s, disease which is an inflammatory bowel disease that is still 

considered to be incurable. He raised a new theory about the cause of the bowel inflammation 

“but, as would be the case repeatedly in the years to come, Wakefield’s data did not justify his 

conclusions. ‘[It was] an interesting idea, … but just wrong.’ Such appraisals did not prompt 

Wakefield to reexamine or revise his theory” (Mnookin 103). Wakefield, instead of going back 

to the drawing board, added to his theory that he had found measles in patients’ bowels and that 

the measles were the actual root cause of the inflammation. When he reported his finding to 

Britain’s Medical Research Council, they “found that [Wakefield’s study] had such significant 

problems as to render the study’s conclusions all but meaningless” (Mnookin 104). But 

Wakefield’s greatest con was yet to come. 

In 1998 Wakefield published a paper in The Lancet, a well-known and highly praised 

medical journal based in Britain. Wakefield wrote of the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) 

vaccine which had been commonly administered to children for decades before The Lancet paper 

was published. Wakefield proposed that the MMR vaccine was behind rising autism rates in 

developed countries and supported his new theory “on his claim that he’s found the measles 

virus in the intestinal tracts of [Crohn’s Disease] patients – a claim that had already been  
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discredited by other studies” (Mnookin 107). Not only did he jump to his conclusion with faulty 

data, but when other experts were urging the continued use of the vaccine during the press 

conference announcing The Lancet paper Wakefield took the limelight to call for the immediate 

end of the use of the vaccine (Mnookin 107-108). Wakefield had now singlehandedly sparked a 

worldwide panic in the press and the public. 

Wakefield’s work would eventually catch up to him and the truth behind his fraud was 

revealed. In 2004 it was revealed that 

The parents of some of the children Wakefield had used to launch a worldwide 

vaccine scare were planning on suing the manufacturers of the MMR vaccine, that 

Wakefield’s lab had been paid £50,000 [nearly $80,000] to collect data for the 

suit, and that the initial research proposal for the Wakefield-led … study had 

stated its goal was to “establish the causal link between the administration of the 

vaccines and [autism]” … In total Wakefield received £435,643 [nearly 

$690,000] for his involvement. (Mnookin 116) 

Wakefield was found guilty on 30 counts of serious professional misconduct in 2010 by the 

General Medical Council and was struck from the medical register (Triggle). Wakefield’s 

retaliatory lawsuit against Channel 4 for libel was thrown out of court. It turned out that 

Wakefield’s conflicts of interest that Channel 4 reported on were accurate (Dyer, “Libel Case”). 

After the courts and medical council have had their go at Wakefield, The Lancet officially 

retracted the entirety of Wakefield’s paper, which is a rare and embarrassing step for a 

prestigious journal to take (Dyer, “Lancet Retracts”).  
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Unfortunately, Wakefield hurt more than himself with his hoax: “Immunization rates in 

Britain dropped from 92% to 73%, and were as low as 50% in some parts of London. The effect 

was not nearly as dramatic in the United States, but researchers have estimated that as many as 

125,000 U.S. children born in the late 1990s did not get the MMR vaccine because of the 

Wakefield splash” (“Will Autism Fraud”). Cases of measles in Britain went from below 150 a 

year to a high of 1,300 a year (Triggle). All of this hardship because one scientist’s delusion that 

he could find scientific truth by using faulty experiments to justify other faulty claims. 

Partial blame for the rise in the anti-vaccination movement should be given to public 

figures that use their bully pulpit to promote scientific ignorance. Oprah Winfrey has given anti-

vaccination people the limelight repeatedly. In 2007 Oprah invited representatives from “Autism 

Speaks,” an anti-vaccination group, on to her show. The producers of the show had the right idea 

when they told the guests they “were not supposed to get into the science, because [they] were 

not scientists.” However, during a commercial break Winfrey told the guests she would let them 

have their say anyway “because you’re a mother. You’re a mother dealing with her child every 

day” (Mnookin 244-245). On another occasion she invited Jenny McCarthy who is a minor 

celebrity and author of a book claiming to tell how she cured her child’s autism which was 

caused by the MMR vaccine. McCarthy gives the credit of her son’s recovery to a wheat- and 

dairy-free diet she had found on “The University of Google.” She knew it was the right thing to 

do because of “Mommy instinct… I went, okay – I know my kid … I know what’s going on in 

his body, so this is what makes sense to me…” (Mnookin 254-255). A common tie in the anti-

vaccination movement is that the individual people in the movement have their own theories on  
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diseases and autism and the ones who support vaccination simply just “trust the system” 

(Burton). It is a form of rebellion against the science they distrust and do not understand. 

Luckily on the side of reality are some other minor celebrities. On Penn and Teller’s 

show Bullshit, Penn and Teller lambast myths, superstitions and frauds using humor and visual 

gags. In their episode on the anti-vaccination movement, they set up two groups of pins, one 

covered by a vaccine shield, and the other unprotected. Penn and Teller would each pick up a 

plastic ball, say the death statistics for each disease before a vaccine was created and hurl the ball 

at the pins. Diphtheria killed 13,000 to 15,000 a year before its vaccine. Polio killed 58,000 a 

year: “Meningitis, hepatitis A and B, flu, mumps, whooping cough, pneumonia, rotavirus, 

rubella, small pox, tetanus, chicken pox. We have vaccinations against all of them. So even if 

vaccination caused autism, which it [definitely] doesn’t, anti-vaccination would still be bullshit” 

(Jillette and Teller). By the end of the list, the unprotected group was nearly half wiped out while 

the vaccinated group stood safe.  

Andrew Wakefield was a promising scientist until he actually got down to doing science 

himself. His first major work in his investigation in Crohn’s disease was thrown out by his peers 

because of his use of faulty practices. Instead of redoing the study properly, which other teams 

later did and found Wakefield’s theory incorrect, Wakefield just dug the hole deeper. He added 

measles to his theory and from there took the leap of blaming the MMR vaccine for giving his 

patients the measles. This claim was thrown out by Britain’s Medical Research Council, but 

Wakefield refused to learn. He rolled in his MMR theory to his new claim that it is the cause of 

autism in children and unleashed panic. It is unlikely that The Lancet would have even published 

Wakefield if he wasn’t proposing such a huge revelation. The flames of panic may have been  
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sparked by Wakefield, but they were fanned to life by popular public figures and a press that 

continually ran stories of mothers blaming their children’s autism on vaccinations. Wakefield is 

now in disgrace, but another person like him could repeat his catastrophe. So long as the public 

finds the idea of rogue scientists and mother’s instincts appealing and the public continues to 

distrust scientific consensus there is no stopping another Wakefield. One question still lingers 

though. Did Wakefield actually believe in what he was reporting in The Lancet? Did he really 

think that he got the correct results even if he didn’t report on the results truthfully? Or was the 

entire fable of the autism-causing MMR vaccine made up for the money? 
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Matthew Lesko: The Cost for Free Money 

Plagiarism is a very severe offense that involves stealing someone else’s work. What 

constitutes plagiarism can be a grey area. Often, people feel as though they are not plagiarizing, 

but it is very easy to do so without realizing it. It is hard to imagine that professionals plagiarize 

a lot in their everyday lives. As I searched for a famous plagiarist to report on, I came across 

many famous people I knew of and was in shock to hear that they have plagiarized before. To 

my shock, Martin Luther King, Jr., Helen Keller, Joe Biden, and even Osama Bin Laden are 

some people who have plagiarized. It is even harder to imagine not only writing but also movies 

and music can be plagiarized. I was most intrigued to report on Matthew Lesko.  

Matthew Lesko, for those who are not sure who he is, is the crazy infomercial guy on 

“Free Money.” He is the man whom you often see wearing the bright exclamation mark suits 

trying to help people get free money from the United States government. Matthew researched for 

over 25 years, trying to help others take advantage of government money. He wrote many books 

that are well known today on the government money programs. His books were used to advise 

and inform people of “free money.” He was always fast paced on selling his bestselling books 

and trying to get help for those in need of money. Did Matthew really know what he was doing 

was plagiarizing government documents and other publicly available sources of information? As 

we will see, the answer is yes, Matthew Lesko did know he was plagiarizing. 
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As I was researching Matthew Lesko along with plagiarism in general, I wondered what it  

took to be a plagiarist. Many people I talked with were unsure what a plagiarist was and what 

defines plagiarism. This is scary to hear because then you think, how do we know that we are 

doing this severe offense against someone when we don’t even know what it is that we are 

doing? Those who are unsure what plagiarism is could very well be committing a crime without 

even knowing it. Is this the case for some of the famous plagiarists; it just makes me wonder if 

these people got charged on something that they had no clue could be so severe. I understand that 

it is a horrible thing to plagiarize someone else’s work that they have spent time on. Maybe we 

should be taught plagiarism in an early stage of school so we don’t get caught up in a scandal of 

plagiarizing.  

Plagiarism. It is such a little word that means a lot. According to the Merriam-Webster’s 

On-Line Dictionary, to plagiarize is “to steal and pass off (the ideas or words of another) as one’s 

own” (Plagiarism.org 2008). If you really think about it, you often think, can you really steal 

ideas and be guilty of fraud? I just can’t comprehend how the use of ideas can be considered 

fraud because often you think of an idea and then later find out that someone else thought of the 

same idea before you and copyrighted it. Sometimes, we type up a report on research that we 

have done and forget to cite the source. I have caught myself many times doing a paper and 

forgetting to cite the source which results in my having to go back and do my research all over 

just so I don’t get accused of plagiarizing when I don’t mean to do so. It is such a pain to cite 

sources, but it is understandable why we have to do so. I know if I was a writer and someone 

didn’t acknowledge my work I would be a little upset but I also see how people feel when they 

get accused of plagiarizing. Some famous plagiarists have felt sorry and apologized for acting in 
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a wrongful matter while others don’t understand how they have been accused so they refuse to 

apologize.  

Fortunately, you can do many things to prevent plagiarizing. When in doubt, cite your 

sources just to be sure that you don’t plagiarize. Often when you paraphrase you could be 

plagiarizing too. Make sure to cite even paraphrases of material that is not common knowledge 

and double-check your work before turning it in to your professor in order to not get caught in a 

mistaken plagiarism. 

Matthew Lesko plagiarized by using government documents and other public polices. It 

is questionable if government documents can really be plagiarized because they are offered to 

anyone for free. The evidence that he plagiarized was found is his bestselling “free money” 

books. I think that Matthew Lesko was accused in a wrong manner for this part but in other ways 

I am glad that he got accused of plagiarizing. He basically found ways to tell people that they 

could get free money from the government when in reality the money didn’t exist. He was trying 

to find easy-to-use formats in using the government document programs. The reason that this is 

considered to be plagiarizing is because he didn’t cite the government source he used in his 

books and infomercials. Lesko must have not cared too much for being accused of plagiarizing 

from his statement according to an article from the Washington Post: “I plagiarized the whole 

thing. I didn’t write a lick.” By “the whole thing,” he is referring to Getting Yours: The Complete 

Guide to Government Money, his first book. 

Why didn’t cite his sources? Not because finding the information needed to cite the 

sources was difficult. According to Wilda Williams in the article “Finding Federal Data Bases,” 

a federal database lists the database’s name, address and phone number of the agency  
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responsible. So I strongly feel as though Matthew should have cited his sources before he set out 

his books for millions to see.  

The only major consequences Lesko had to face was his books being criticized in a 

review by W.G. Swearing: 

He simply cut and pasted text from government publications for his first 

New York Times bestseller, and has been ‘writing’ that way ever since. His 

description might be a little breezy, however. The real value Lesko adds is in his 

rigorous and tireless research efforts, as well as the extremely logical and helpful 

organization of the material. 

Even though Lesko is one of the few famous plagiarists to not face very severe consequences, it 

is still a big deal to use someone else’s work.  

In reality, plagiarism can be a scary, unforgivable task. You can get caught in an act of 

fraud without realizing it. Even though plagiarism is a bad thing, it is often hard to figure out that 

you are really stealing someone else’s work. Make sure you check your work and cite every 

source you use to be sure you don’t get caught in the consequences Matthew Lesko had to take 

for plagiarizing government documents. Plagiarism is a severe act of stealing someone’s ideas or 

own words without referencing them. 
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Jayson Blair: Lies, Fabrication, and Plagiarism, Oh My! 

 [1] It may not be robbing a bank, or murdering a random citizen, but it also has bad 

consequences. It also isn’t arson, or possession of illegal drugs, but that doesn’t make it any 

more legal. Plagiarism isn’t a normal crime and a lot of people don’t even know it is one, but 

when a person commits plagiarism, the repercussions are the same as any other crime, and it 

makes it that much harder for that person to continue his or her normal life. Jayson Blair, one of 

the most famous plagiarists of the 21st century from The New York Times, will feel the aftermath 

of his actions the rest of his life. 

 [2] Plagiarism is easy to do, but it is also easy to avoid. According to The Little, Brown 

Essential Handbook, plagiarism “(from a Latin word for ‘kidnapper’) is the presentation of 

someone else’s ideas or words as your own. Whether deliberate or accidental, plagiarism is a 

serious and often punishable offense” (Aaron 141). Books and the Internet make it easy to 

plagiarize, because a person can copy word-for-word from a book or website what they want to 

say, and pass it off as their own work.  

[3] While it is easy to plagiarize, there are many ways to use someone else’s words or 

ideas without plagiarizing. The first is to “paraphrase and cite the source” and the second is to 

use the author’s actual words “in quotation marks and with a source citation” (Aaron 144).  

[4] After Blair had been convicted of having plagiarized, fabricated, and lied in numerous 

articles he had written for The New York Times, editors wrote a 7,000-word article that appeared 
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on the front page of the newspaper on May 11, 2003. The article said that Jayson Blair, the son 

of a federal official and a schoolteacher, grew up in Virginia (Barry, et al.). He was interested in 

journalism even in his high school years at Centreville High School in Clifton, Virginia. While in 

high school, Blair wrote for his student newspaper, where he was always interested in getting the 

breaking news. One example would be when he asked the new principal for an interview within 

minutes of her faculty introduction.  

[5] After high school Blair attended the University of Maryland, where he pursued a 

journalism degree and he received an internship at The Boston Globe. The Times article states 

that he was a hard worker at his internship, but he wasn’t liked by many of the other interns. 

Blair also received an internship at The New York Times during the summer of 1998. He wrote 

19 articles and helped other reporters during his 10-week internship. He was offered an extended 

internship, but he had course work to finish up before graduation in December 1998.  

[6] He returned to the Times in June 1999 to start a part-time job because editors and  

supervisors assumed he was done with college, but in reality, he still had a year of course work 

to complete (Barry, et al.). He started off working the police beat, but by November 1999 he had 

been promoted to intermediate reporter, a step in the direction of being a full-time reporter. He 

worked many hours in and out of the newsroom, and he was a good reporter; however, he 

continued to make mistakes. He was being taught the importance of accuracy, but nothing was 

sinking in because he made the same mistakes over and over again. By January 2001, Blair was 

promoted to a full-time staff position with the consensus of a recruiting committee, headed by 

Gerald M. Boyd, then a deputy managing editor. Many people at the Times were against his 

promotion, but the committee agreed he was a good fit and gave him the full-time position, 
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even though he was still making beginners’ errors and clashed with many of the editors at the 

newspaper. Once Blair received his promotion to full-time staff, that’s when his scandal began.  

 [7] These next few sentences comprised the opening paragraph of the 7,000-word article 

published by editors at The New York Times, after Jayson Blair was found to have plagiarized in 

many of his articles: “A staff reporter for The New York Times committed frequent acts of 

journalistic fraud while covering significant news events in recent months, an investigation by 

Times journalists has found. The widespread fabrication and plagiarism represent a profound 

betrayal of trust and a low point in the 152-year history of the newspaper” (Barry, et al.). At the 

time of the publication of the article, May 2003, journalists at the Times had uncovered problems 

in at least 36 of the 73 articles Blair had written on national issues when he first started covering 

those events in October 2002. Spot checks were made on more than 600 articles Blair had 

written in the four years he spent at the Times and those 600 articles were found to have other 

fabrications. As the article on the front page of the Times said, “He [Blair] fabricated comments. 

He concocted scenes. He lifted material from other newspapers and wire services. He selected 

details from photographs to create the impression he had been somewhere or seen someone, 

when he had not” (Barry, et al.). Blair was the “Where’s Waldo” of journalism, except no one 

ever found him no matter how hard they searched. As Blair was given assignments all across the 

country, he never actually went to cover those stories and he really called his sources only once, 

or not at all. He wrote everything he was assigned from his apartment in New York City. In 

Blair’s book, Burning Down My Master’s House: My Life at The New York Times, he writes, 

I lied and I lied— and then I lied some more. I lied about where I had 
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been, I lied about where I had found information, I lied about how I wrote the 

story. And these were no everyday little white lies…they were complete fantasies, 

embellished down to the tiniest made-up detail. I lied about a plane flight I never 

took, about sleeping in a car I never rented, about a landmark on a highway I had 

never been on. I lied about a guy who helped me at a gas station that I found on 

the Internet and about crossing railroad tracks I only knew existed because of 

aerial photographs in my private collection. I lied about a house I had never been 

to and decorations and furniture in a living room I had seen only in photographs 

in an archive maintained by Times photo editors. In the end-justifies-the-means 

environment I worked in, I had grown accustomed to lying. I told more than my 

share of lies and became as adept as anyone at getting away with it unquestioned 

and unscathed.” (1) 

 [8] Of the many acts of plagiarism committed by Blair, one example would be in his 

article titled “A Nation At War: Military Families: Relatives of Missing Soldiers Dread Hearing 

Worse News” written March 27, 2003. The next few articles that are used as examples come 

from The New York Times website, in which Jayson Blair wrote the original article, and Times 

editors went in and showed where Blair had plagiarized and which article he had plagiarized 

from. In this article, he described the sadness the Estrella family felt when they knew his son was 

one of the eight members of the 507th Maintenance Company listed whereabouts as unknown by 

the Pentagon: 

In the article, Mr. Blair described the anguish of the Estrella family whose son 
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was one of the eight members of the 507th Maintenance Company listed by the 

Pentagon as whereabouts unknown. “‘We don't know anything. Not knowing 

anything is so hard,' said Ruben Estrella, whose 18-year-old son, Pvt. Ruben 

Estrella-Soto of El Paso, is among the members of the 507th listed as missing. ‘I 

can’t take this waiting.’” An Associated Press article, written from El Paso on 

March 26, quoted Ruben Estrella as saying, “We don’t know anything, not 

knowing anything. It’s been three days of waiting.” (“Witnesses and Documents 

Unveil Deceptions”) 

 [9] Another example of plagiarism committed by Blair was in the article titled “A Nation 

At War: The Hometown; Rescue in Iraq and a ‘Big Stir’ in West Virginia” published April 3, 

2003. The New York Times discovered that Blair had plagiarized an article from the Associated 

Press, published on April 2, 2003, by Allison Barker: 

Mr. Blair described the Nelsons’ talking about Private Lynch and a letter 

they had received from her: “Ms. Nelson and her husband, Donald, sat in their 

kitchen today, staring at their own letter from Private Lynch, which arrived on 

Monday. In the time it took the letter, dated March 18, to make its way from 

Kuwait, Private Lynch’s unit, the 507th Maintenance Company, was attacked 

during some of the first fighting in Nasiriya, she was declared missing in action 

for five days and yellow ribbons began to pop up all over town. 

“‘We just bawled like babies when we got the letter,’ Mr. Nelson said 

today. ‘It just tore us apart to think of how scared she was or what might have  

happened to her.’” 
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In an Associated Press article that ran on April 2, Ms. Barker wrote: 

“Before the war started, Private Lynch wrote a letter to family friends Glenda and 

Don Nelson. The letter, dated March 18, arrived on Monday. ‘She said she was 

ready to go to war and was just waiting on President Bush’s word, but I could tell 

she was scared,’ said Don Nelson. ‘We bawled like babies when we read it. It tore 

us up.’” (“Witnesses and Documents Unveil Deceptions”) 

[10] Blair committed plagiarism in another article titled “A Nation At War: The Families: 

For One Pastor, the War Hits Home” printed on April 7, 2003. Much of the article Blair wrote 

was borrowed from an article in The Washington Post published on March 29, 2003. The New 

York Times later reported on Blair’s plagiarism in that article: 

Mr. Blair appears to have borrowed substantial portions of his article from 

an article in The Washington Post, which appeared March 29 under the byline of 

Tamara Jones. For example, Mr. Blair wrote: “The senior pastor, Rev. Larry 

Howard, opened the prayer service by reminding the several hundred people who 

gathered that God was ‘bigger than Hussein.’ Mr. Sloan bowed his head and 

closed his eyes. He could hear the women, mostly family members, weeping 

behind him, and, as he recalls, he started to cry. ‘We still have hope,’ Mr. Sloan 

said after taking the pulpit. ‘Hope hasn’t gone anywhere.’” He also described Mr. 

Sloan “with his head slumped.” 

Ms. [Tamara] Jones [from The Washington Post] wrote: “Now, as the Rev. 

Larry Howard opened the prayer service for Brandy Sloan, reminding several  

hundred congregants that ‘God is bigger than Hussein,’ Tandy Sloan closed his 
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eyes and bowed his head.” She later wrote: “His broad shoulders slumped, and in 

four pews filled with his extended family, he could hear the women softly 

weeping. Then Howard invited Sloan to speak, and he climbed behind the pulpit.” 

She also described: “‘We still have hope,’ he began. ‘Hope hasn’t gone 

anywhere.’” (“Corrections”) 

 [11] By using The Associated Press wire service and other articles from The Washington 

Post, Blair borrowed quotes and descriptions from other writers and used them in his stories. 

Blair comes off as a good reporter covering these newsworthy stories, but in reality he never 

actually went to any of the places he was supposed to travel to for the Times and he made up 

facts along the way to make it seem like he was really there. Once co-workers at the Times 

became suspicious of Blair and his actions, he resigned on May 1, 2003 before anyone could 

officially fire him. Five weeks after the resignation of Blair, Howell Raines and Gerald M. Boyd, 

the top-ranking editors of The New York Times, resigned after Blair’s actions “set off a chain of 

events that exposed fissures in the management and morale of the newsroom” (Steinberg). 

 [12] Blair’s journalism career was pretty much over once he resigned from The New York 

Times and word got out all across the country about his scandal. After his resignation from the 

Times, he was diagnosed with bi-polar disease and in 2009, he became a certified life coach 

(Foley). In Blair’s book, he admits that drug and alcohol addictions were the underlying cause of 

his scandal with the Times. On Blair’s personal, life-coaching website, he wrote, 

I provide life coaching on coping skills, life goals, career, inattention, 

avoiding triggers that cause mood and anxiety problems, substance abuse and  

other issues, as well as crisis assistance to individuals and families involved in 
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therapeutic and medical interventions. I provide my services exclusively through 

Goose Creek Coaching in Centreville, Virginia. (Career Problems. Mental Health 

Problems. Life Problems) 

[13] Although he is trying to live a normal life now, Blair will never be able to forget his 

destruction at The New York Times. He will always be known as a plagiarist, a fabricator, and a 

liar. 
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Alex Haley and Roots: Acclaim and Controversy 

Although Alex Haley’s Roots is acclaimed as an excellent novel, Haley was found guilty 

of plagiarizing parts of it. Haley was born August 11th, 1921 in Ithaca, New York. Haley's works 

consisted of historical fiction that involved African Americans as the main characters and 

depicted their struggles that most African Americans realistically faced in the years before the 

civil rights movement (Encyclopedia Britannica). Haley was educated both at Alcorn 

Agricultural and Mechanical College at Elizabeth City Teachers College, later working as a 

journalist while serving in the United States Coast Guard from 1939 to 1959. Haley gained 

recognition from fans and critics in 1965 when, after an interview for Playboy magazine with 

political activist Malcolm X, he published The Autobiography of Malcolm X with collaboration 

from Malcolm X himself (Encarta).  

 Haley established himself as a renowned African American author upon publication of 

Roots: The Saga of an American Family in 1976. Haley's saga traces several generations of an 

African American family, covering events such as the enslavement of his African ancestors to 

events in his own life. Roots: The Saga of an American Family sparked a lot of interest in 

African American history and genealogy in the United States. The novel won Haley a Pulitzer 

Prize in 1977, and in the same year the novel was adapted into a highly successful television 

program (Encyclopedia Britannica).  

 Unfortunately for Haley, his highly successful novel and iconic status as a renowned 
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African American activist was marred by a plagiarism suit not long after the novel's publication.  

(Plagiarism consists of "submitting material that in part or whole is not entirely one's own work 

without attributing those same portions to their correct source" (Northwestern University).) 

Harold Courlander, author of The African, published about ten years earlier, filed suit against 

Alex Haley for plagiarism, citing numerous examples from The African that appeared nearly 

verbatim in Roots. Dr. Thomas J. Schaeper of the History Department of St. Bonaventure 

University gives us this specific example of the similarities between Haley’s novel and 

Courlander’s novel:  

This passage appears in Courlander’s book: ‘He must hear what the farmer 

cannot hear. He must smell what others cannot smell . . . his eyes must pierce the 

darkness.’ The following appears in Roots: ‘He must hear what others cannot, 

smell what others cannot. He must see through the darkness.’ Haley defended 

himself by saying the hundreds of similar passages were the result of sloppy 

notetaking; he claimed that he simply forgot what were Courlander’s phrases and 

what were his own. (“Plagiarism”)  

Whether or not Haley’s nearly exact replication of Harold Courlander’s work was accidental, it 

nonetheless constitutes plagiarism.  

Fortunately for Haley, the judge in the U. S. District Court in New York did not want to 

completely destroy the reputation of such a prominent figure in African American life. The judge 

urged Haley and his legal support to consider settling the case, lest Haley be charged with  

perjury. Haley eventually agreed to settle the case, and Courlander walked away from the ordeal 

with $650,000. This amount of money would be comparable to approximately two million  
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dollars today. Luckily for Haley, the media paid little attention to the suit (Cashill). Most likely 

this was due to Haley’s popularity. 

Only adding to the controversy surrounding Haley’s novel were Gary Mills and Elizabeth 

Shown Mills, two leading genealogists of the late 1970’s (Cashill). They took it upon themselves 

to further investigate the validity of Haley’s apparent genealogical research behind Roots and the 

novel’s supposedly nonfiction classification. The Mills expected to find minor discrepancies, but 

what they found went far beyond minor slip-ups:  

‘We expected ineptitude, but not subterfuge,’ observed Elizabeth, herself 

the editor of the National Genealogical Society Quarterly.  

The records showed that in the pre-Civil War period, Haley got virtually 

everything wrong. In “Roots,” for instance, Haley tells in great excited detail how 

he tracked down the very ship that Kunta Kinte had taken from the Gambia to 

‘Naplis, the Lord Ligonier in 1767 [. . .] In fact, as the Mills discovered, the man 

that Haley identifies as Kunta Kinte, a slave by the name of Toby in the 

possession of the John Waller family, could not have been Kunta Kinte or Haley’s 

ancestor. Toby had been in America as early as 1762, five years before the Lord 

Ligonier arrived. Worse for Haley, Toby died eight years before his presumed 

daughter Kizzy was born. (Cashill) 

 Despite the controversy that surrounded Alex Haley until his death in 1992, he remains a 

prominent figure in African American Literature culture. Roots remains an American classic, and 

the TV miniseries was one of the most watched in history. Haley was nearly sued a number  
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of other times; however, “the other suits lost. But, [Haley] said, ‘The one who really lost was 

me,’ because what people remember is that he was sued” (Blau). 
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Martin Luther King, Jr.: American Hero, Literary Villain  

 Martin Luther King, Jr. is one of the most famous icons in American history. His 

widespread and persistent influence led the Civil Rights Movement and brought substantial 

liberation to the African American community. Countless Americans supported King’s 

progressive attitude towards the fight for racial equality, and he became a hero in the eyes of 

millions. However, Martin Luther King, Jr. was only a man; and as any man does, he made 

mistakes. His life story is dotted with scandal, ranging from accusations of extramarital affairs to 

the now proved accusation of plagiarism.  

  The offense of plagiarism may seem menial in the context of the career of a person who 

did such great things for others as King did; however, plagiarism is a very serious offense. It is 

“the theft of another person’s intellectual property” (“Plagiarism”). The intellectual property of 

others is protected under copyright law, and can be taken from a variety of media such as 

literature, music, and artwork. Plagiarism includes not only replicating another individuals work 

exactly, but also stealing a substantial amount of the basic languages or ideas of a work 

(“Plagiarism”). It is a crime, and it belittles the hard work of people who do not plagiarize, while 

deceiving readers of plagiarized works. Plagiarism can be avoided my simply giving credit to 

someone when quoting or paraphrasing their work. A person may commit plagiarism due to 

laziness, or a lack of confidence in his or her own abilities, but either way it is a very easy crime  

to commit, and unfortunately, it often goes uncaught. This was the case with King’s works for 
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some time. 

 Martin Luther King, Jr. was born on January 15th, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia as Michael 

Luther King, Jr. He grew up in a segregated society and had firsthand experience with racial 

discrimination. King was often subject to teasing and taunting, restricted from socializing with 

white children as a child, and attended segregated schools. Despite adversity, he pushed himself 

to become an advocate for racial equality and attended Morehouse University, graduating with a 

B.A. degree at the young age of nineteen. Martin Luther King, Jr. also furthered his education at 

Crozer Theological Seminary and Boston University, receiving his doctorate from Boston 

University in 1955 (“Martin Luther King-Biography”). Throughout his life, King praised the 

principles of civil disobedience and nonviolence made famous by Mahatma Ghandi during 

India’s separation from colonial rule, and applied them to black liberation in America. He 

organized peaceful boycotts and marches, and promoted equality by “recogniz[ing] every person 

as a neighbor” (“Martin Luther King, Jr.”). Martin Luther King, Jr.’s charisma carried him to 

positions of importance in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and 

The Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and at the age of thirty-nine, he became the 

youngest person to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, for his contributions to the advancement 

of equality in the United States (“Martin Luther King-Biography”). 

 However, no matter how much good he may have done, the fact remains the same: 

Martin Luther King, Jr. was a plagiarist. He has been accused of plagiarizing his doctoral 

dissertation at Boston University, as well as some of his earlier undergraduate papers. The Wall  

Street Journal was first to publish the discovery of King’s suspected crimes, and in the late 

nineteen-eighties and early nineties, rumors of King’s plagiarism began to spread across the 
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world, but they were quickly shot down (“Martin Luther King’s Plagiarism: Moral Issues for 

Researchers”). Jon Westling, Boston University’s President at the time the rumors surfaced, 

actively denied that King’s doctoral dissertation contained any traces of plagiarism, making 

statements such as this: 

Dr. King’s dissertation has, in fact been scrupulously examined and 

reexamined by scholars, including scholars who are thoroughly familiar with the 

‘personalist’ theological tradition to which Dr. King’s dissertation was a 

contribution and who would stand the best chance of catching any nonattributed 

quotations. Nor a single instance of plagiarism of any sort has been identified. 

(Pappas 68) 

Westling also went on to say, “Not a single reader has ever found any nonattributed or 

misattributed quotations, misleading paraphrases, or thoughts borrowed without due scholarly 

reference in any of its 343 pages” (Pappas 68-69). However, many scholars beg to differ, and 

have proven their accusations. One man in particular who has studied the works of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. extensively is Theodore Pappas.  

 Theodore Pappas closely examined and compared King’s writings so that the suspicions 

of plagiarism could finally be exposed. In his findings, Pappas confirmed that not only are many 

of King’s thoughts and conclusions concurrent with those of Jack Boozer, a student of Boston 

University, and later professor at Emory University, who wrote a dissertation on the same topic 

years earlier, but King even copied sections of the paper word-for-word (Pappas 70). 

 In his dissertation, titled “A Comparison of the Conceptions of God in the Thinking of 

Paul Tillich and Henry Nelson Wieman,” Martin Luther King, Jr. blatantly duplicated parts of 
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Jack Boozer’s work with disregard for any use of quotations or footnotes to give due credit. An  

example of a plagiarized passage from the paper is when King discusses Tillich’s conception of 

creation: 

King:  

But Tillich does not mean by creation an event which took place “once 

upon a  time.”  Creation does not refer to an event, it rather indicates a condition, a 

relationship between God and the world. “It is the correlate to the analysis of 

man’s finitude, it answers the question implied in man’s finitude and infinitude 

generally.” Man asks a question which, in existence, he cannot answer. But the... 

(Pappas 78) 

Boozer: 

But Tillich does not mean by creation an event which took place “once 

upon a  time.” Creation does not describe an event, it rather indicates a condition, 

a relationship between God and the world. “It is the correlate to the analysis of 

man’s finitude, it answers the question implied in man’s finitude and in finitude 

generally.” Man asks a question which, in existence, he cannot answer. But the... 

(Pappas 78)  

Not only does King copy the above passage nearly word-for-word, but he even copies an error in 

punctuation from Boozer’s work. The comma underlined by Pappas in the two paragraphs above 

is grammatically incorrect; however, in Tillich’s work, the original source for the quote, it is  

correctly punctuated with a period (Pappas 79). This shows that King carelessly copied Boozer’s 

work, even his errors.  



 

 

52 

 O’Brien 5 

 Martin Luther King, Jr. also had the audacity to counterfeit his dissertation’s conclusions. 

The conclusion first written by Jack Boozer is as follows, “The similarity of Tillich’s theology  

with Hegel’s philosophy of spirit and Plotinus’ philosophy of the One inclines one to interpret 

Tillich as an absolute monist” (Pappas 81). King’s conclusion is not-so-shockingly similar: “The 

similarity of Tillich’s view at this point to Hegel’s philosophy of spirit and Plotinus’ philosophy 

of the One inclines one to interpret Tillich as an absolute monist” (Pappas 81). King simply 

copied Boozer’s conclusion and slightly changed the part that I have underlined above. Some 

other plagiarized parts of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dissertation are pieced together from sections 

of Boozer’s work that were originally more than 100 pages apart, showing that his plagiarism 

required forethought, and was not done unintentionally, but rather was premeditated (Pappas 77). 

 Despite his numerous proven plagiarisms throughout his collegiate and professional 

careers, Martin Luther King, Jr’s reputation remains relatively unspoiled. Some scholars have 

pressed to have King’s doctorate degree from Boston University revoked, and replaced, instead, 

with an honorary one. However, the change has not yet been made, and is unlikely ever to be 

made. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s plagiarisms were not publicized until well after his death in 

1968, and many people feel that if they had been noticed during the time he was doing his work 

in the fight for racial equality, the plagiarisms would have been a major loss of credibility for 

King, and could easily have threatened the whole Civil Rights Movement. Although plagiarism 

is a very serious offense, often the people who are guilty of the crime do not experience very 

serious consequences; such is the case of Martin Luther King, Jr., a man who also did so much  

good for others. Today King is judged based on the balance of his life’s work, and as Theodore 

Pappas said in his book Plagiarism and the Culture War, “Yes, King had a full quotient of faults, 
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some of them grievous, for, like the rest of us he was a man. But, unlike the rest of us, he was a 

great man” (171) 
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Kaavya Viswanathan: College Plagiarism Scandal  

 Plagiarism is becoming more and more of a problem on college campuses, in part 

because college students are immense pressure. I was surprised that the Ohio University 

Engineering Department found that 21 mechanical engineering graduates plagiarized in their 

theses in the past 20 years after a committee at the university reviewed 46 theses (“OU Probe”). 

These graduate students copied not only published material but also work done by previous 

students (“OU Probe”). It is surprising that all these students were able to get by so long without 

getting caught plagiarizing. Being under immense pressure is never an excuse to use someone 

else’s work and pass it off as your own. College student Kaavya Viswanathan learned that lesson 

when she plagiarized her novel How Opal Mehta Got Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life. 

Plagiarism is a force present in every high school and college campus. Plagiarism is using 

work done by someone else without permission and without giving the original writer credit, 

whether for work quoted word for word or for work that is paraphrased, and then trying to pass 

this work off as one’s own. It is easy to plagiarize but it is just as easy to get caught, especially in 

the computer age we live in today. To avoid plagiarism, one just needs to cite works they have 

used even if the writing is paraphrased from the original source because it still evokes the same 

language as the original writer. When the work is quoted word for word, one also needs to use 

quotation marks. Another way to avoid plagiarism, if no outside sources are needed, is to simply 

be creative and come up with your own original work that you would be  
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proud of. 

 Kaavya Viswanathan was an only child born in Chennai, India to parents Viswanathan 

Rajaraman and Mary Sunaram. She then lived in Scotland until she and her family moved to the 

United States when she was in middle school. In high school, Viswanathan received many 

literary awards, including the New Jersey Governor’s Award in Arts Education, the Ananda 

Award, and the Scholastic Art and Writing Award, and she placed 3rd and 4th in the Saturday 

Writers One-Page Poetry Contest with two of her poems (“Kaavya”). She was also the editor-in-

chief of her high school newspaper. Viswanathan worked with Katherine Cohen, who runs the 

company Ivywise, to help prepare her for the college she aspired to attend, Harvard. It was 

through Katherine Cohen that Kaavya got to be the youngest author signed by the William 

Morris Agency at the age of 17. Through this agency, Viswanathan received a $500,000 advance 

from publisher Little, Brown & Co. for a two-book deal. Later that year, 2005, she was accepted 

to attend Harvard University (Poniewozik). 

 Kaavya Viswanathan’s first book out of the two-book deal with Little, Brown & Co. was 

a novel about an Indian-American girl who is applying to Harvard and has to prove that she has a 

social life but makes a mistake by being something she is not, How Opal Mehta Got Kissed, Got 

Wild, and Got a Life (Poniewozik). DreamWorks had also bought the rights to make an Opal 

Mehta movie. In April 2006, the Harvard Crimson reported that passages from the novel were 

similar to passages from Megan McCafferty’s Sloppy Firsts and Second Helpings (Peng). Like 

most authors caught plagiarizing, Viswanathan claimed that the use of some passages from 

Megan McCafferty’s books was unintentional. Viswanathan was not the only known author who  

had books published by Little, Brown & Co. who were accused of plagiarism; one other author 
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was James Frey with his memoir, A Million Little Pieces. Later investigation into Viswanathan’s 

novel revealed that more than 40 passages from her book were taken from books written by not 

only Megan McCafferty but also Sophie Kinsella, Meg Cabot, and Salman Rushdie. 

Viswanathan had said, 

“When I was in high school, I read and loved Sloppy Firsts and Second Helpings, 

which spoke to me in a way few other books did. Recently, I was very surprised 

and upset to learn that there are similarities between some passages in my novel 

and the passages in these books. While the central stories of my book and hers are 

completely different, I wasn’t aware of how much I may have internalized Ms. 

McCafferty’s words.” (Memmot) 

 Here are a few similarities between Megan McCafferty’s Sloppy Firsts and Second 

Helpings with Kaavya Viswanathan’s How Opal Mehta Got Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life: 

Sloppy Firsts: “Sabrina was the brainy Angel. Yet another example of how every 

girl had to be one or the other: pretty or smart.” 

Opal Mehta: “Moneypenny was the brainy female character. Yet another example 

of how every girl had to be one or the other: smart or pretty.” 

Sloppy Firsts: “Bridget is my age and lives across the street. For the first twelve 

years of my life, these qualifications were all I needed in a best friend.” 

Opal Mehta: “Priscilla was my age and lived two blocks away. For the first 

fifteen years of my life, those were the only qualifications I needed in a best  

friend.” 
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Second Helpings: “……but in a truly sadomasochistic dieting gesture, they chose 

to buy their Diet Cokes at Cinnabon.” 

Opal Mehta: “In a truly masochistic gesture, they had decided to buy Diet Cokes 

from Mrs. Fields.” (Memmot) 

 Megan McCafferty found out that passages from her books were taken and used in 

Viswanathan’s novel when a fan of her books e-mailed her and was able to point out the 

passages taken. McCafferty believes that Viswanathan’s plagiarism was unintentional. 

McCafferty said in an interview with People magazine, “I think it’s a young writer under 

enormous pressure. She had a huge advance and a tight deadline” (“Megan McCafferty on 

Plagiarism”). McCafferty’s agent had this to say about Viswanathan’s plagiarism, “Somewhere 

in her mind, she crossed an invisible line with this material and didn’t realize that the words so 

easy and available to her were not her own” (Poniewozik). She did not care for an apology, only 

to have Viswanathan’s book pulled from stores. 

 Little, Brown publishing company pulled How Opal Mehta Got Kissed, Got Wild, and 

Got a Life from book shelves after the accusations of plagiarism came out in April 2006. Little, 

Brown also said that they would not publish a second novel under the contract with Viswanathan 

(Strauss). The deal to make a movie with DreamWorks based on Opal Mehta was also dropped 

due to the plagiarism accusations. It really did not matter that Viswanathan’s copying was 

unintentional; Little, Brown and DreamWorks still dropped their projects with her.  

 Kaavya Viswanathan has since graduated from Harvard and is now a law student at  

Georgetown University. Some wonder how she was able to get into Georgetown. Andrew 

Cornblatt, Dean of Admissions, said, “It’s impossible to get amnesia about what we may have 
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heard. But in all cases we treat them just like any other applicant” (Peng). Georgetown 

University allows new applicants to submit essays to explain past discrepancies (Peng).  

 When plagiarizing someone else’s work, you not only have to suffer the repercussions of 

your actions but it also hurts the author of the books who had passages taken from them, the 

reader, and the publishing company. Kaavya Viswanathan learned that lesson in a very public 

way, hurting her status as a Harvard student. Despite what predicament you may be in, 

plagiarism is never a good idea. You could receive more punishment than having your book 

pulled or a movie deal based on your book dropped if caught plagiarizing. You may have to pay 

some sort of fine for breaking copyright laws or, if in school, you may be expelled from school.  
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Joe Biden: Plagiarism Is No One Time Thing 

 Many people have felt the pressure to meet a deadline, inspire a crowd with a speech, or 

impress others with their creativity. Nearly all college students know how it feels to be hours or 

even minutes away from a deadline with nothing completed and no game plan. In situations such 

as these, it can be extremely tempting to take an easier route than rushing through the paper-

writing process. Sometimes, in these cases, people make the decision to use work that another 

person already did and claim that other person’s work as their own. This is an example of 

plagiarism, and not only do college students do it, but many famous authors, artists, and 

politicians have been found guilty of plagiarizing. One famous plagiarist is the politician and 

Vice President of the United States, Joe Biden. 

 Plagiarism is the “theft of another person’s writings or ideas” (“Plagiarism”). In other 

words, to plagiarize a work would be to claim someone else’s ideas as one’s own. Plagiarism is 

recognized in courts as “violations of copyright law, specifically as theft of another person’s 

intellectual property” (“Plagiarism”). This doesn’t include only written works, but could include 

music, speeches, and visual works. Plagiarism can range from simply putting one’s name on 

work other than one’s own, to copying an artist’s piece of art (“Plagiarism”). With new 

technologies, plagiarism may be easier to commit, but it is also easier to detect: “The same 

information technologies that can facilitate plagiarism […] are being used to expose plagiarists;  
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internet-based plagiarism prevention and detection services compare electronically submitted 

texts against massive information databases to identify unoriginal material” (Leydens). 

 It is still possible to use another author’s work or ideas without committing plagiarism, 

but that author must be referenced to give him or her credit for his or her work (Leydens). To 

reference an author, quotation marks must be present if his or her exact words are being used. If 

one is not quoting an author exactly but paraphrasing his or her idea, one must reference the 

author’s name, work title, and/or other reference information at the end of the paraphrased idea 

and at the end of the paper.  

 The famous plagiarist in question, Joe Biden, has had a very long and successful political 

career. Biden was born on November 20, 1942, the oldest of four siblings (“Joseph (Joe) R. 

Biden Jr.”). He graduated from the University of Delaware and then pursued a graduate degree at 

Syracuse University College of Law (“Joseph (Joe) R. Biden Jr.”). After his graduation, Biden 

began his political career and became “one of the youngest people ever elected to the U.S. 

Senate” at age twenty-nine (“Joseph (Joe) R. Biden Jr.”). Biden suffered a huge loss when his 

wife and daughter were killed in a car accident, leaving him and their two sons, but in 1977 he 

married Jill Jacobs and they had one child of their own. Biden has been in politics for a long time 

and has a long list of accomplishments, including being the Senator of Delaware for thirty-six 

years, the Chairman or Ranking Member of the Senate Judiciary Committee for seventeen years, 

and the Chairman or Ranking Member of Senate Foreign Relations Committee since 1997 

(“Joseph (Joe) R. Biden Jr.”). 

 Joe Biden’s most famous act of plagiarism was his speech at the Iowa State Fair 

presidential campaign debate of August 23, 1987. Biden plagiarized parts of the British Labor  
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Party leader Neil Kinnock’s speech. Kinnock’s speech was referencing the oppressiveness of the 

British class system and the effect it took on his family, and therefore Biden’s plagiarism was 

very obvious considering there isn’t the same type of class system in America as there is in 

Britain, and neither Biden nor his family was affected by any classism in America (Coulter). Not 

only did Biden use Kinnock’s life story, but it was said by those who witnessed the speech that 

Biden borrowed “Kinnock’s ‘phrases, gestures, and lyrical Welsh syntax’” (Coulter). Biden 

altered Kinnock’s speech to make it sound as if he were referring to his own family: 

   Kinnock said: "Why am I the first Kinnock in a thousand generations to be 

  able to  get to university? Why is (my wife) Glenys the first woman in her family  

  in a thousand generations to be able to get to university? Was it because all our  

  predecessors were thick?"  

   Biden said: "I started thinking as I was coming over here, why is it that Joe 

  Biden is the first in his family ever to go to a university? Why is it that my wife  

  who is sitting out there in the audience is the first in her family to ever go to  

  college? Is it because our fathers and mothers were not bright?"  

   Kinnock's speech continued: "Those people who could sing and play and  

  recite and write poetry? Those people who could make wonderful, beautiful  

  things with their hands? Those people who could dream dreams, see visions?  

  Why didn't they get it? Was it because they were weak? Those people who could  

  work eight hours underground and then come up and play football? Weak?"  

   Biden's speech continued: "Those same people who read poetry and wrote  

  poetry  and taught me how to sing verse? Is it because they didn't work hard? My  
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ancestors, who worked in the coal mines of Northeast Pennsylvania and would 

come up after 12 hours and play football for four hours?" (Coulter) 

As one can see when comparing the two speeches, “Biden didn’t merely borrow words and 

phrasings from Kinnock […] he became Kinnock […] claiming things about himself and his 

family that were untrue and he knew to be untrue” (Shafer). In other words, Biden borrowed 

biographical facts from Kinnock that did not apply to Biden (Greenburg). For example, Biden 

was not the “first person in his family history to attend college, as he asserted; nor were his 

ancestors coal miners, as he claimed when he used Kinnock's words” (Greenburg). When 

confronted with the charges of plagiarism, Biden claimed he simply forgot to attribute the 

material (Shafer). He also claimed that this was the only time this had happened, but that was 

soon discovered to be false (Dionne). 

 Biden was also caught plagiarizing at Syracuse University College of Law. He 

“plagiarized a law review article for a paper he wrote in his first year at law school”; Biden 

supposedly copied five pages of a fifteen-page paper without quotations or citations (Dionne). 

When asked about the plagiarism, Biden claimed he didn’t understand the citation or footnoting 

rules (Dionne). Biden has also been said to use the “language and syntax of others, including 

John F. and Robert F. Kennedy and Hubert H. Humphrey” (Dionne). In fact, in a speech Biden 

gave in February of 1986, he said almost verbatim what Robert Kennedy said in a speech of his 

from 1968. Both Kennedy and Biden said, “It doesn’t measure the beauty of our poetry, the 

strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debates, the integrity of our public 

officials” (“A Few Words of His Own”). Biden clearly was not a one-time plagiarist as he  
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claimed to be, and many feel that his plagiarism of Kinnock is “a degree of plagiarism that would 

qualify any student for failure, if not expulsion from school” (Greenburg). 

 The Delaware Supreme Court cleared Biden of the allegations of plagiarism in law 

school and of Kinnock’s speech (“Professional Board Clears Biden in Two Allegations of 

Plagiarism”). He dropped out of the presidential race on September 23, 1987, following all the 

controversy and press over his plagiarized speech (“Professional Board Clears Biden in Two 

Allegations of Plagiarism”). Biden briefly mentions the incident in is autobiography, saying he 

had “made a ‘stupid mistake’ twenty-two years earlier” (Biden 201). He also admitted he was 

wrong, but said he “did not intentionally move to mislead anybody” (Biden 202). Today, Biden 

serves as the Vice President of the United States of America. It seems as though America had no 

problem forgiving Biden for his mistake over two decades ago, and his political career appears to 

no longer be suffering for it. 
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Marc Hauser: No More Monkey Business 

 Why would a scientist make up data or results?  There are plenty of motives: approaching 

deadlines, failed experiments (that is, experiments that don’t yield any useable data), poor 

experimental design/data, or frustration when the results one finds are not what they expected.  

All of these are reasons why scientists may fudge their data.  As a student trying to obtain a 

Bachelor of Science, I have definitely been exposed to such pressures, but I have not made up 

data.  Falsified data is the hardest case of scientific misconduct to prove.  In 2007 Dr. Marc 

Hauser, then professor at Harvard University, was accused of falsifying data in his study to 

determine if cotton-top tamarin monkeys have cognitive abilities equivalent to those of great 

apes.  Charles Gross, a neuroscientist and psychologist at Princeton University, wrote 

“Disgrace,” an article that describes all the ins-and-outs of the scientific misconduct case against 

Dr. Hauser.  Using “Disgrace” and other sources, I will show that Dr. Hauser is guilty of 

scientific misconduct. 

 The definition of scientific misconduct varies very little throughout the universal  

scientific community.  Charles Gross, who also served on a committee at Princeton that 

judged scientific misconduct and plagiarism, explains the two organizations that are 

responsible for the dispersal of government research funds: the National Institutes of 

Health (NIH) and the National Science Foundation (NSF).  According to “Disgrace,” 

these two departments define scientific misconduct in research as “involving fabrication,  
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falsification or plagiarism” and then define fabrication as “making up data” and 

falsification as “altering or selecting data.”  The easiest way for scientists to avoid 

fabrication as scientific misconduct is to simply not use or construct fake data.  Wouldn’t 

the use of fraudulent data contradict the point of studying science, the discovery of 

truths?  Scientists, just like any other profession, are under daily pressures to meet 

deadlines.  However, unlike some other professions the only way scientists can advance 

in their field is to publish their work.  Author Vedran Katavic describes the scientists’ 

plight the best, scientists either “publish or perish.”  With so many pressures for scientists 

to make huge discoveries and dramatic findings, I am surprised there aren’t more claims 

of scientific misconduct within this community. 

Marc Hauser was born on October 25th 1959.  In 1981 Marc acquired his Bachelor of Science at 

Bucknell University in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, and in 1987 he earned his Ph. D. at the 

University of California in L.A.  Dr. Hauser worked at Harvard for eighteen years and was a 

popular professor.  The article “A Rush to Moral Judgment” quotes Dr. Hauser himself as he 

describes his research on his website.  Hauser is quoted as saying his goals are to develop an 

“understanding [of] which mental capacities are shared with other nonhuman primates and which 

are uniquely human,” and to find out “the evolutionarily ancient building blocks of our capacity 

for language, mathematics, music and morality” (Dobbs).  Marc has written several books and 

journal articles on such topics.  It is his work with cotton-top tamarin monkeys on such subjects 

that got him accused of scientific misconduct. 

 Three of Dr. Hauser’s lab assistants were uncomfortable about using results he found in one of 

his experiments in 2007, so they reported their suspicions to the proper authorities.  This led to  
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Harvard authorities entering Hauser’s lab and confiscating all of his work in the summer of 2007 

while he was in Australia.  Dr. Marc Hauser was accused of scientific misconduct, more 

specifically of fabrication and falsification of data in his one of his experiments.  The goal of the 

experiment was to “demonstrate that monkeys have cognitive abilities previously thought to be 

present only in great apes and humans” (Gross).  In order to determine if monkeys possess such 

cognitive ability, Marc used cotton-top tamarin monkeys and an altered testing experiment.  The 

experiment was originally designed by one of his colleagues, Elizabeth Spelke.   Spelke is a 

human infant-cognition researcher, who developed the experiment to answer the question: “How 

can you tell what a baby knows or recognizes?”  Hauser changed Spelkes’ study to determine if 

cotton-top tamarin monkeys have an ability to recognize changes in sound patterns.  The use of 

another’s experiment design is common practice and a necessity in the science community. 

 The experimental design was fairly straightforward.  A researcher would play a sound pattern 

repeatedly for the monkeys and then slightly alter the sound pattern.  If the monkey looked at the 

speaker when the sound pattern changed, it indicated that the monkey noticed the change in 

sound patterns.  Such an acknowledgement of pattern recognition would be monumental to find 

in cotton-top tamarin monkeys because, according to Gross, “pattern recognition of this sort is 

considered to be a component of language acquisition.”  Language acquisition is a trait that, at 

this point, is thought to be absent in these types of monkeys.  The monkeys’ reactions were 

recorded and a researcher would then “code blind,” meaning that they would watch the videos 

without knowing the audio pattern being played and document each time the subject looked at 

the speaker.  After coding is complete the researcher would then compare what sound pattern 

was being played and how many times the monkey looked at the speaker.  The two researchers  
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would then determine if their results are large enough and similar enough to be significant.  

Significant meaning the experiment was a success and they found evidence of pattern 

recognition in those monkeys.  This is a seemingly simple experiment, easy to perform and easy 

to analyze. 

This is the point where the experiment became controversial.  Hauser himself and one of 

his lab assistants coded the tapes.  A second lab assistant double checked the results of the first 

lab assistant and found that the monkeys didn’t notice the change in audio pattern.  The lab 

assistants discovered that the monkeys actually looked at the speaker more when the sound 

pattern was the same.  In other words the two lab assistants’ results were strong evidence that the 

experiment was a complete failure.  However, Hauser’s codes showed the exact opposite; not 

only were the monkeys noticing the changes in patterns, but the acknowledgements were 

significant.  Two other lab assistants, separate from the study, tried to encourage Hauser to have 

a third person code the tapes.  But he continuously refused and reportedly got very annoyed and 

hostile towards anyone who suggested similarly (Gross).  The two students who advised Hauser 

to have a third student code recoded the tapes themselves without him knowing.  These re-dos 

presented the same results as the first two lab assistants; the monkeys did not notice the change 

in sound patterns.  These same students then looked at Hauser’s results and found that it “wasn’t 

a matter of differing interpretation, it [his data] was just completely wrong” (Gross).  Rumors of 

such a controversy spread like wildfire throughout the laboratory.  Slowly, other members of the 

lab came forward with stories of “Hauser reporting false data and then insisting that it be used” 

(Gross).  But Hauser wouldn’t get away with his potential misconduct: “Eventually three 

researchers in the lab presented evidence to the university’s ombudsman and then to the dean’s  
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office” (Gross).  This then led to the raid in Hauser’s lab and the formal investigation by Harvard 

and the federal Office of Research Integrity.  Since such a large percentage of scientific funding 

is government based, the NIH has a department called the Office of Research and Integrity.  

These two organizations combined with the NSF try to ensure that the money is not being 

wasted, in a sense, on fake science.  That is why, according to “Combating Scientific 

Misconduct,” anytime an institution gets a report of scientific misconduct they are “obliged to 

report confirmed instances of misconduct within government-funded research to the ORI.” 

However, this was not Hauser’s first or only accusation of scientific misconduct.  

According to Nicholas Wade, a writer for the New York Times, and author of “Harvard Finds 

Scientist Guilty of Misconduct,” “separately from the Harvard inquiry, Dr. Hauser already had 

several critics in the scientific community who felt some of his published results were incorrect 

or unconvincing.”  Hauser was first accused of scientific misconduct in 1997 by Gordon Gallup 

Jr.  Hauser’s accused study was based on a previous study by Gordon Gallup Jr. conducted in 

1970.  Gallup’s study “showed that chimpanzees can recognize themselves in a mirror” (Gross).  

Gallup had put red dots on the center of his chimp’s forehead and gave them a mirror.  When the 

chimps looked in the mirror most of them immediately touched the red spot on themselves, not 

the reflection; this indicated that the chimps had a sense of self recognition.  Continuing studies 

followed the same methodology; these studies found that human infants older than 18 months old 

and the great apes including bonobos, gorillas, chimpanzees, and orangutans could “pass the 

mirror test of self-recognition” but lesser apes like gibbons and most of the primates Dr. Hauser 

worked with failed the test (Gross).  Hauser conducted this “red-spot test” on his cotton-top 

tamarins in 1995 and claimed that his subjects passed the red-spot test.  However, in 1997 Gallup  
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reviewed Hauser’s videos of the experiments and stated that they contained no evidence that 

supported Hauser’s findings.  Hauser tried to argue his innocence on paper but in 2001 he 

admitted that he could not replicate his findings.  Hauser never pulled his article out of print. 

The aforementioned are two examples of scientific misconduct that Marc Hauser 

supposedly committed.   However, on August 20th 2010 the dean of Faculty of Arts and Science 

at Harvard, Michael Smith, wrote a letter stating that “Harvard University found Marc Hauser 

‘solely responsible’ for eight counts of scientific misconduct” (Wade).    This letter is the only 

public documentation from Harvard that contains any information about the investigation.  The 

letter, however, contains very few details about the investigation.  The only significant 

information the dean included in the letter was that  “three of the misconduct problems occurred 

in published articles and the rest [five other studies] were found and corrected before publication, 

or were not published” (Wade).  One of the three was supposedly the study from 2007, the study 

that started it all (Wade).  Smith’s letter did not include any information about the “nature of the 

misconduct” or how the committee knew that Hauser was “solely responsible” (Wade).  But 

based on the evidence previously given by Gross and Wade, I think it is safe to assume that the 

“nature of the misconduct” was simply that Hauser falsified, and possibly fabricated the results 

of some of his studies.   

How could Dr. Hauser make such grave mistakes?  David Dobbs, the author of “A Rush 

to Moral Judgment,” describes a very big issue with Hauser’s test: 

The problem with such tests is that they are very labor intensive, 

you must deal with many unpredictable test subjects in time-

consuming trials while trying to ensure absolute consistency. Then  
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you must watch the trials played back on a monitor and code the 

results.  All this takes many, many hours, of course, and creates  

additional room for error. And sometimes you spend weeks going 

through every step and find ... nothing. Nothing new, nothing to 

report, nothing to publish.   

Unfortunately, this is the way with much of science, a lot of work with minimal or even no 

results.  The only way to prevent this form of scientific misconduct is for scientists to simply 

have patience and remember that nature, animals in particular, will not give you the results you 

want when you want them.  

What happened to Dr. Hauser after Harvard found him guilty?  In his letter of resignation 

to Harvard, he claimed that “I have begun doing some extremely interesting and rewarding work 

focusing on the educational needs of at-risk teenagers [and] I have also been offered some 

exciting opportunities in the private sector” (Gross).  “Disgrace” is also the most recent article 

published about this case and in it Gross concludes that “It’s [the investigation’s] methods and 

results remain secret.  Its procedures bore no relation to the due process that is the goal of our 

judicial system. We have no clear idea of the exact nature of the evidence, of how many studies 

were examined and if anyone besides the three whistleblowers and Hauser was asked to testify.”  

Very little information on this case has been made public, especially from the federal level.  

Secrecy is important in such grave investigations to maintain the integrity of the accused, 

accusers, and the investigators.  It was clear in Gross’s article that he felt very passionate about 

this case when he voiced his opinion saying “there seems to me to be little doubt that Hauser is 

guilty of scientific misconduct, though to what extent and severity remains to be revealed.”   
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Hauser’s only punishment thus far has been that he is not allowed to teach at Harvard at all.  At 

the federal level, the mistreatment of federal grants is still being investigated (Kaplan).  While 

the federal punishment is yet to be determined, it is clear that it will be a challenge for Hauser to 

get back into the science field.  Overall, I agree with Gross when he said that Hauser’s case 

caused permanent damage “to the field of animal cognition, to Harvard University and most of 

all to Marc Hauser.”  Harvard’s ruling in the case and the public evidence found leads me to 

believe that Dr. Hauser willingly and knowingly falsified his data and committed scientific 

misconduct.  
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Appendix: Some Books by David Bruce (1954- ) 
 

Author: Discussion Guides Series 

Dante’s Inferno: A Discussion Guide 

Dante’s Paradise: A Discussion Guide 

Dante’s Purgatory: A Discussion Guide 

Forrest Carter’s The Education of Little Tree: A Discussion Guide 

Homer’s Iliad: A Discussion Guide 

Homer’s Odyssey: A Discussion Guide 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice: A Discussion Guide 

Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee: A Discussion Guide 

Jerry Spinelli’s Stargirl: A Discussion Guide 

Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”: A Discussion Guide 

Lloyd Alexander’s The Book of Three: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper: A Discussion Guide 

Nancy Garden’s Annie on My Mind: A Discussion Guide 

Nicholas Sparks’ A Walk to Remember: A Discussion Guide  

Virgil’s Aeneid: A Discussion Guide 

Virgil’s “The Fall of Troy”: A Discussion Guide 

Voltaire’s Candide: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: A Discussion Guide 

William Sleator’s Oddballs: A Discussion Guide 

(Oddballs is an excellent source for teaching how to write autobiographical essays/personal 
narratives.) 
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Retellings of a Classic Work of Literature 

Dante’s Inferno: A Retelling in Prose  

Dante’s Purgatory: A Retelling in Prose  

Dante’s Paradise: A Retelling in Prose  

Dante’s Divine Comedy: A Retelling in Prose  

From the Iliad to the Odyssey: A Retelling in Prose of Quintus of Smyrna’s Posthomerica 

Homer’s Iliad: A Retelling in Prose  

Homer’s Odyssey: A Retelling in Prose  

Jason and the Argonauts: A Retelling in Prose of Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica 

Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV, aka Henry IV, Part 1: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s As You Like It: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Othello: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s The Tempest: A Retelling in Prose  
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