
Susanne Hall
Hixon Writing Center, California Institute of Technology

Cary Moskovitz
Thompson Writing Program, Duke University

Society of Research Administrators International
October 21, 2019

Understanding Text Recycling:
Findings from an NSF-Funded Study and Implications 

for RCR Training



Supported by the National Science Foundation

Cultivating Cultures for Ethical STEM program 

(CCESTEM: NSF15528)



The NSF Team

PIs

Chris Anson, NCSU, Campus Writing and Speaking Program

Ian Anson, UMBC, Department of Political Science

Susanne Hall, Caltech, Hixon Writing Center

Cary Moskovitz, Duke University, Thompson Writing Program

Michael Pemberton, Georgia Southern, Writing and Linguistics

Others

Agnes Gambill, Appalachian State, Belk Library

David Hansen, Duke University, Director of Copyright and Scholarly 

Communication

Wayne Norman, Duke University, Philosophy

David Resnik, NIEH, Bioethicist



SCENARIO A

Dr. Wilson is a biology professor. He published a paper that 
included a detailed, technical description of an experimental 
apparatus.  Dr. Wilson is now writing another paper 
reporting on a new study. Because this new study uses the 
same apparatus, he reuses the exact description of the 
apparatus from his prior paper. 

Is this appropriate?



SCENARIO B

Sarah is a biology doctoral student doing research under 

Professor Wilson.  Dr. Wilson has asked Sarah to write the 

first draft of another, related paper, for which he will be co-

author. Since the same apparatus was used for this 

investigation, Dr. Wilson suggests that Sarah copy and 

paste the diagram of the apparatus from his prior paper. 

Is this appropriate?  



Text recycling is the reuse of textual material (prose, 
visuals, or equations) from one document in a new 
document where:

1. the material in the new document is identical to that of 
the source or substantively equivalent in both form and 
content; 

2. the material serves the same rhetorical function in both 
documents; and 

3. at least one author of the new document is also an 
author of the prior document.

DEFINITION OF TEXT RECYCLING



Science, Gneezy et al., 2010:

We conducted a field study at a large amusement park (8). Participants 
(N= 113,047) rode a roller coaster-like attraction, were photographed 
during the ride, and later chose whether to purchase a print of the photo.

Proceedings of the Nat Acad of Sciences, Gneezy et al., 2012:

We conducted a field study at a large amusement park.  Participants 
rode a rollercoaster-like attraction, were photographed during the ride, and 
later chose whether or not to purchase a print of the photo.



What should we call this practice?

text recycling self-plagiarism



INSTANCES IN WHICH RESEARCHERS MIGHT 
RECYCLE TEXT

Any researcher
• Article  Article
• Grant proposal  Article
• Conference talk  Article
• Poster  Article

Graduate students
• Article  Dissertation chapter
• Dissertation  Book manuscript
• Mentor’s IRB/grants  Article, co-authored with mentor
• Coursework  dissertation 



Commonly suggested RCR references

• Fostering integrity in research. National Academies Press 
(2017)

• On Being a Scientist: A Guide to Responsible Conduct in 
Research: Third Edition. The National Academies Press 
(2009)

• Online Ethics Center for Science & Engineering

• Steneck. ORI Introduction to the Responsible Conduct of 
Research (2007)



Office of Research Integrity
Avoiding plagiarism, self-plagiarism, and other 
questionable writing practices: A guide to ethical writing.

“[T]he recycling of one’s own previously disseminated content 
is not consistent with the principles of ethical writing…

…Of course, if an author were to adhere to formal rules of 
scholarship and to the implicit contract between reader and 
writer embodied in the concept of ethical writing, s/he would 
need to put any verbatim text from the method section in 
quotation marks and appropriately paraphrase any other 
recycled text that is not placed in quotations.“

https://ori.hhs.gov/index.php/avoiding-plagiarism-self-plagiarism-and-other-
questionable-writing-practices-guide-ethical-writing



Office of Research Integrity
Avoiding plagiarism, self-plagiarism, and other 
questionable writing practices: A guide to ethical writing.

“This module is intended for educational purposes only. Views 
are those of author and not necessarily those of ORI or the 
Federal Government. This module is not intended to be 
guidance.”

https://ori.hhs.gov/index.php/avoiding-plagiarism-self-plagiarism-and-other-
questionable-writing-practices-guide-ethical-writing



Ithenticate “White Paper”: “The Ethics of Self-Plagiarism” 

2.0 What is Self-Plagiarism?
Let's look at one scenario: Leslie is an assistant professor going 
through tenure review with significant pressure to publish. An 
article she is writing for a journal piggybacks on a recent 
conference presentation that was also published by the 
conference sponsor. Leslie would like to integrate the writing 
from the conference presentation into the article. She faces an 
ethical dilemma: to repurpose her own writing from one text and 
use it for another, thereby increasing her number of publications 
for tenure, but from the same work. Doing so, Leslie might 
commit what Scanlon (2007) calls “academic fraud,” a form of 
self-plagiarism (pg. 57). 

https://www.ithenticate.com/hs-fs/hub/92785/file-5414624-pdf/media/ith-selfplagiarism-
whitepaper.pdf



Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE)
How to deal with text recycling

“… Use of similar or identical phrases in methods 
sections where there are limited ways to describe 
a method is not unusual; in fact text recycling may be 
unavoidable when using a technique that the 
author has described before and it may actually be of 
value when a technique that is common to a number 
of papers is described… “

http://media.biomedcentral.com/content/editorial/BMC-text-recycling-
editorial_guidelines.pdf



World Association of Medical Editors (WAME)
Recommendations on Publication Ethics Policies for Medical Journals

“Self-plagiarism refers to the practice of an author using portions 
of their previous writings on the same topic in another of their 
publications, without specifically citing it formally in quotes... 
there is no consensus as to whether this is a form of scientific 
misconduct, or how many of one's own words one can use before 
it is truly "plagiarism." 

http://wame.org/recommendations-on-publication-ethics-policies-for-medical-journals



U.S. NSF Definition of misconduct (per CFR-689)

A finding of research misconduct requires that—

(1) There be a significant departure from accepted practices of the 
relevant research community; and

(2) The research misconduct be committed intentionally, or knowingly, 
or recklessly; and

(3) The allegation be proven by a preponderance of evidence.



TEXT RECYCLING RESEARCH PROJECT              textrecycling.org

RESEARCH AGENDA

PHASE 1

1. What do stakeholders across academic fields believe 
about appropriate text recycling practice? 

2. What do STEM researchers actually do in practice? 

3. When is text recycling legal and when does it violate 
copyright or contract law? 

PHASE 2: Guidelines and educational materials



RESEARCH AGENDA:
BELIEFS AND ATTITUDES

What attitudes do stakeholders have about text 
recycling? 

How much consensus or disagreement exists?

On what are core beliefs and attitudes about text 
recycling based?

Susanne Hall, Michael Pemberton, Cary Moskovitz & Chris Anson



SURVEY OF “GATEKEEPERS” ACROSS ACADEMIA

• Survey of journal editors and editorial board members
• Journals from STEM, SS, humanities, and writing studies

• N= 316



“IS TEXT RECYCLING ALWAYS UNACCEPTABLE?” 



SOURCE OF RECYCLED TEXT
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STRUCTURAL LOCATION



SURVEY OF STEM EXPERTS & NOVICES

• “Novices” -- graduate students, postdocs   n = 130

• “Experts” -- faculty    n = 70



Respondent disciplines
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SCENARIO A: Sarah is a graduate student is doing research with an 
environmental science lab group. Prior to Sarah joining this group, 
the lab published an article, "Paper A," in an environmental science 
journal; this article included a description of a measurement 
apparatus—a combination of hardware and software for measuring 
carbon emissions from coal plants with drones. Since Sarah is using 
this same apparatus in her research, her advisor suggests that she 
recycle that description for the Methods section she is currently 
writing for "Paper B."

Is this appropriate? 
A. Definitely appropriate
B. Probably appropriate
C. Probably NOT appropriate
D. Definitely NOT appropriate
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“I UNDERSTAND HOW AND WHEN TO RECYCLE TEXT ETHICALLY 
AND PROPERLY IN MY WORK.”



"I WOULD BENEFIT FROM EXPLICIT INSTRUCTION REGARDING 
THE ETHICS AND CONVENTIONS OF TEXT RECYCLING FOR 
SCIENTIFIC WRITING."
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INTERVIEWS WITH JOURNAL EDITORS 
ACROSS ACADEMIA

Editors-in-chief of 21 academic journals 
across a range of disciplines



KEY INTERVIEW FINDINGS

1. Wide range of opinions 

2. Originality

3. Published vs. unpublished 

4. Rewriting vs. recycling 

5. Personal beliefs vs. practices



RESEARCH AGENDA:
TEXT ANALYSIS OF PUBLISHED ARTICLES

What do STEM researchers actually do?

How much TR takes place?

Are there disciplinary differences?

Ian Anson, Cary Moskovitz, Chris Anson



NSF Directorates in corpus

Biological Sciences (BIO)
Engineering (ENG)
Mathematical and Physical Sciences (MPS)
Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences (SBE)

4 fields X 20 grants /directorate X 5 papers per grant



SENTENCES WITH TR PER GRANT





RESEARCH AGENDA:
COPYRIGHT AND CONTRACT LAW

• In what situations is TR legal or illegal?
• How do copyright laws apply?
• What about publication contracts?

David Hansen, Cary Moskovitz, Agnes Gambill



Problematic representations 
of 

text recycling ethics and law












BIG PICTURE FINDINGS

• TR is rather common in research writing 
• TR is complex and multifaceted 
• Broad consensus that TR is sometimes 

appropriate, but limited consensus about 
when

• Both experienced and novice researchers 
welcome more training and guidance

• Existing guidelines are contradictory and 
usually not research-based



IMPLICATIONS FOR RCR

• Both expert and novice researchers need 
guidance

• TR should be specifically included in RCR 
training

• Guidelines will need to balance specificity 
with flexibility

• Educational materials will be needed once 
guidelines are clarified



QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
Education

• Do you address TR in research ethics training? What experiences and 
challenges have you encountered? 

• Is there a need for this training at your institution? What materials 
would help aid training in this area?

Policy

• Does your institution have explicit policy or guidelines for TR? If not, 
do you think they would be useful? If so, do they align with our 
research findings?

• Do you have suggestions for how we should craft effective guidelines?



Text Recycling Research Project          textrecycling.org
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Text Recycling Research Project  
textrecycling.org

Interested in future findings or supporting our work?

Share your contact info:

https://tinyurl.com/SRAI2019TR 

or 

email us at cmosk@duke.edu



copyright law



Copyright Ownership of Articles
US: Sec. 201:  Copyright in a work protected 
under this title vests initially in the author or 
authors of the work

Typical Contract Terms (Elsevier)
I hereby assign to the Copyright Owner the 
copyright in the manuscript identified … and any 
tables, illustrations or other material submitted for 
publication as part of the manuscript…



• Factor 1: Purpose and Character of the Use
• Factor 2: Nature of the Work
• Factor 3: Amount and Substantiality
• Factor 4: Effect on the Market for the Original

Fair Use



Publisher contracts tend to vary widely in what 
kind of information they provide, where that 
information is located, and what they allow.



New England Journal of Medicine Editorial Policies 

(recycling from) . )

Copyrights/Permissions
Material published in the New England Journal of Medicine…is 
covered by copyright… Authors may not use or authorize use of 
the contribution without the Society’s written consent, except as 
may be allowed by U.S. fair-use law. Additional information is 
available on the NEJM copyrights page.

NEJM, does, however, grant many reuse permissions to 
authors. See Author Permissions for complete details.

From Editorial Policies (https://www.nejm.org/about-nejm/editorial-policies)



American Chemical Society Journal Publishing 
Agreement

(recycling from) . )

.

Reuse of Figures, Tables, Artwork, and Text Extracts in Future 
Works: 

Authors may reuse figures, tables, artwork, illustrations, text 
extracts of up to 400 words, and data from the Author’s 
Submitted, Accepted, or Published Work in which the ACS 
holds copyright for teaching or training purposes, in 
presentations at conferences and seminars, in subsequent 
scholarly publications of which they are an Author … provided 
the following conditions are met…

(http://pubs.acs.org/paragonplus/copyright/jpa_form_a.pdf)

http://pubs.acs.org/paragonplus/copyright/jpa_form_a.pdf


American Chemical Society Journal Publishing Agreement

(recycling from)

Reuse/Republication of the Entire Work in Theses or Collections:

Authors may reuse all or part of the Submitted, Accepted or 
Published Work in a thesis or dissertation that the Author writes 
and is required to submit to satisfy the criteria of degree-granting 
institutions. Such reuse is permitted subject to the ACS’ “Ethical 
Guidelines to Publication of Chemical Research"

(http://pubs.acs.org/paragonplus/copyright/jpa_form_a.pdf)

http://pubs.acs.org/paragonplus/copyright/jpa_form_a.pdf




Ithenticate “White Paper”: “The Ethics of Self-Plagiarism” 

2.0 What is Self-Plagiarism?
Let's look at one scenario: Leslie is an assistant professor going 
through tenure review with significant pressure to publish. An article 
she is writing for a journal piggybacks on a recent conference 
presentation that was also published by the conference sponsor. 
Leslie would like to integrate the writing from the conference 
presentation into the article. She faces an ethical dilemma: to 
repurpose her own writing from one text and use it for another, 
thereby increasing her number of publications for tenure, but from 
the same work. Doing so, Leslie might commit what Scanlon (2007) 
calls “academic fraud,” a form of self- plagiarism (pg. 57). 

https://www.ithenticate.com/hs-fs/hub/92785/file-5414624-pdf/media/ith-selfplagiarism-whitepaper.pdf



https://www.ithenticate.com/hs-fs/hub/92785/file-5414624-pdf/media/ith-selfplagiarism-whitepaper.pdf



“Papers presented at ECS meetings and manuscripts 
published in ECS Transactions may be submitted to the 
Journal. Although there is no hard deadline for the 
submission of these papers, it is considered that six 
months from the date of the symposium is sufficient time 
to revise a paper to meet the stricter standards of the 
Journal. “

Journal of The Electrochemical Society, 2011



“The charges of self‐plagiarism were based on the fact that 
substantial sections of text appeared verbatim or were nearly 
identical in both, specifically in parts of the introductions, literature 
reviews, and descriptions of the survey and research methods. 
However, the statistical analysis and findings of each, that is, their 
original contributions to scholarship and the bulk of the essays, 
were distinctive and did not share any common strings of text… 

Committee members were unanimous in finding that what we 
had before us did not constitute academic fraud.”

Scanlon, P. M. (2007). Song From Myself: An Anatomy of Self‐Plagiarism. Plagiary: 
Cross‐Disciplinary Studies in Plagiarism, Fabrication, and Falsification, 2007, 57‐66



“These cautions and qualifications notwithstanding, we might 
reasonably ask whether using “self‐plagiarism” to describe 
limited and selective authorial recycling takes notions of 
textual ownership to a nearly absurd extreme. Are we grown 
so hysterical over the protection of text as property that we 
condemn writers as word thieves and frauds for merely 
repeating themselves?”

Scanlon, P. M. (2007). Song From Myself: An Anatomy of Self‐Plagiarism. Plagiary: 
Cross‐Disciplinary Studies in Plagiarism, Fabrication, and Falsification, 2007, 57‐66



U.S. NSF Definition of misconduct (per CFR-689)

Research misconduct means fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism in proposing or 
performing research funded by NSF, reviewing research proposals submitted to NSF, or in 
reporting research results funded by NSF.

(1) Fabrication means making up data or results and recording or reporting them.

(2) Falsification means manipulating research materials, equipment, or processes, or 
changing or omitting data or results such that the research is not accurately represented 
in the research record.

(3) Plagiarism means the appropriation of another person’s ideas, processes, results or 
words without giving appropriate credit.

(4) Research, for purposes of paragraph (a) of this section, includes proposals submitted 
to NSF in all fields of science, engineering, mathematics, and education and results from 
such proposals.
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