
NOTE: All material is taken from the seventh edition of the Handbook of Technical Writing by 
Gerald J. Alred, Charles T. Brusaw, and Walter E. Oliu, Bedford/St. Martins, 2003 
 
Plagiarism & Ethics 
 
Plagiarism includes the following points (pg. 405): 
Plagiarism is the use of someone else’s unique ideas without acknowledgment or the use of 
someone else’s exact words without quotation marks and appropriate credit.  

• You may quote or paraphrase the words and ideas of another if you document your 
source. Although you do not enclose paraphrased ideas or materials in quotation marks, 
you must document their sources. Paraphrasing a passage without citing the source is 
permissible only when the information paraphrased is common knowledge in a field. 
Common knowledge refers to information on a topic widely known and readily available 
in handbooks, manuals, atlases, and other references.  

• If you intent to publish, reproduce or distribute material that includes quotations from 
published works, you may need to obtain written permission from the copyright holder to 
do so. 

• In the workplace, employees often borrow from in-house manuals, reports and other 
company documents. Using such boilerplate information is neither plagiarism nor a 
violation of copyright. 

 
Ethical practices include the following points (pg. 188): 

• Do not emphasize misleading or incorrect information. Similarly, avoid the temptation to 
highlight a feature or service that readers would find attractive but that is available only 
with some product models or at extra cost. Readers could justifiably object that you have 
given them a false impression in order to sell a product or service, especially if you also 
de-emphasize the extra cost or other special conditions. 

• In general, treat others – individuals, companies, groups – fairly and with respect. Avoid 
language that is biased, racist or sexist or that perpetuates stereotypes. 

• In technical writing, guard against reporting false, fabricated or plagiarized research and 
test results. As an author, technical reviewer or editor your ethical obligation is to correct 
or point out any misrepresentations of fact before publication, whether the publication is 
a technical journal article, test report or product handbook. The stakes of such ethical 
oversights are high because of the potential risk to the health and safety of others. Those 
at risk can include unwary consumers and workers injured because of faulty products or 
unprotected exposure to toxic materials. 

 
Copyright (pg. 105): 
The Copyright Act protects all original works from the moment of their creation, regardless of 
whether they are published or even contain a notice of copyright (©). However all works created 
by U.S. government agencies are in the public domain – that is, they are not copyrighted – and 
can be used without prior approval. For information on the Copyright Act, visit the Library of 
Congress copyright Web site at <http://lcweb.loc.gov/copyright>. 
 
With the exception of works created by U.S. government agencies, any work first published after 
March 1, 1989, receives copyright protection regardless of whether it bears a notice of copyright. 
Works published before March 1, 1989, without a notice of copyright are in the public domain. 
 


