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While absentmindedly wandering through the depths of the 
internet in nervous anticipation of my first day of class, I came 
across a meme. It showed a picture of a dejected looking 
student gazing out across campus on a rainy day. The text 
across the picture read, “Everything I learned in college can 
now be found for free on Wikipedia.” Perhaps because I am a 
returning student who has been absent from academia for five 
years and was preparing to re-engage with academics, I found 
this statement resounded loudly in my head. All throughout my 
first day of classes, I pondered why I should spend thousands 
of dollars only to learn facts that I could easily regurgitate from 
the cell phone in my pocket.  On my second day of classes, I 
was handed Trip Gabriel’s New York Times article, “Plagiarism 
Lines Blur in the Digital Age.” This piece altered my conclusions 
about the meme I had originally feared was an accurate, if 
comical, comment.  
 
These days, the Internet is overflowing with information of 
varying degrees of credibility and craziness. From the 
seemingly concrete facts on Wikipedia, to the wild rants on 
forums, the Internet can provide anyone with at least some 
form of information. For example, if I were writing a paper on 
whales, I could first perform a Google search that might lead 
me to a Wikipedia page where I would find a cursory overview 
of whale facts and histories.  If I wanted to find personal 
opinions on whales, I might search a forum or news aggregator 
such as Reddit.com. There I would find out “at what time the 
narwhal bacons [sic]” or perhaps be linked to a video of an 
exploding whale. I might even come across someone’s Youtube 
or Craigslist rant about how it is okay to hunt whales because 
they are delicious.  
 
Search results are practically limitless. As one school official in 
Gabriel’s article mentions, this information “just seems to be 
hanging out there in cyberspace and doesn’t seem to have an 
author.”  As my friends and I like to joke while browsing forums 
and news aggregators for hours, “I am so far into the Internet 
that no one will ever find me!” Sarah Brookover observes that 
this generation of web users does not view intellectual 
property with the “same gravity” as previous ones (qtd. in 
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Gabriel). To the modern student, this search for information 
could be summarized as, “I found it. I learned it. I’m using it. 
It’s mine.”   
 
For the students of my generation, the overwhelming and 
oversaturated state of technology has a definite downside. In 
an interview about young adults and their research habits, 
Vice-Dean of Library and Information Resources at Harvard Law 
School, John Palfrey describes so called “digital natives” as 
“extraordinarily sophisticated and strangely narrow” (qtd. in  
“Rethinking Plagiarism”). With the prevalence of user-based 
sites like Yelp!, Reddit, Amazon Reviews, and Youtube,  it is 
easy to get sucked into the in-your-face opinions and 
comments of others. Mr. Palfrey mentions that students 
become confused when “remixing this content” (qtd. in 
“Rethinking Plagiarism”).  
 
Many people have a hard time differentiating among the terms 
“remixing,” sampling,” and “riffing.”  Digital natives should 
quickly be able to see that these terms are analogous to 
modern music. For example, the website 
Secondhandsongs.com provides these guidelines for using 
music: 
 
Who is credited for the song? If the original artist is credited, 
and the title contains “(artist X remix),” this is often a remix. If 
the performing artist is the sampling artist, this is often an 
indication it is a sample. 
 
For example: when Animal Collective wanted to use a snippet 
of “Unbroken Chain” in “What Would I Want? Sky.” or Kanye 
West wanted to use the chorus of “Kid Charlemagne” in 
“Champion,” they had to ask permission from the Grateful 
Dead and Steely Dan, respectively.  In these cases they cited 
their sources, and this is known as sampling. An example of 
remixing occurred when the band Ratatat was given 
permission to remix one of Bjorn’s songs. They masterfully 
paraphrased the song and made it theirs in terms of style. An 
example of riffing is when jazz guitarist Wayne Krantz recorded 
his interpretations of The Strokes; listeners heard songs they 
had never heard before, and to most people, Krantz’s pieces 
sound nothing like The Strokes.  
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Although these are all creative and interesting ways of creating 
music, the average student is most likely not comparable to 
Kanye West. I would wager that almost any digital native can 
sample a beat and write a subpar rap to go on top; or after a 
few months on Ableton, most of us could also make a basic 
remix. But as Professor Sarah Wilensky says, “You’re not 
coming up with new ideas if you’re grabbing and mixing and 
matching” (qtd. in Gabriel).  
 
What Krantz did with his musical interpretations is more akin 
to what our generation should strive for as writers.  He played 
the new Strokes album in his car for weeks, learned a few of 
the chord progressions, got together with his band, and then 
they let their imaginations loose. In music we call this “riffing 
on” something:  
 

We riff off of one another all the time in 
academic work; we must all avoid ripping one 
another off. Attribution of the work of someone 
else goes a long way, as does taking no more of 
the original work than is needed for the purpose 
of the commentary, and so forth. (Palfrey qtd. in 
“Rethinking Plagiarism”) 

 
Reading and absorbing information from many different 
sources and “synthesizing them into your own original 
argument” (Gabriel) is the alternative to plagiarism, and that is 
a hard concept for many students to grasp.  
 
Personally, I did not return to the rite of passage that is known 
as college only to copy and paste facts from Wikipedia. I re-
enrolled to refine my reasoning and analytical skills. As Mark 
Manson argues in his blog on Postmasculine.com, many people 
suffer from “attention-saturation-disorder.” Students need to 
take a step back from this bombardment of information in 
order to decide what is worthy of absorption and then 
synthesize interesting information into their own ideas. I agree 
with John Palfrey that students should take responsibility for 
their work, but I also believe that schools should play a larger 
role in teaching students: 
 

[Students should be taught] more about 
creativity and what they can and should do with 
information, whether or not it is held in 
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copyright by someone else.  Secondly, I hope 
that they will learn the skills to manage the vast 
amount of information they are confronted 
with. That includes knowing where to look, how 
to be efficient, [and] how to stay on top of great 
sources. (Palfrey qtd. in “Rethinking Plagiarism”) 

 
College is a place where students should learn how to develop 
into thoughtful writers, thinkers, and people. As my high 
school guitar teacher taught me: “Learn all the music theory 
you can. Then forget it all and rock the hell out!” 
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