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An Activity on the Ethics of Writing 
 

Instructions: 
Read the source text then follow the instructions to the attached 2-step activity.  
 
Source Text: Excerpt from Cynthia Ozick’s essay “What Helen Keller Saw” 
 
1. Helen Keller was eleven when these words [i.e. that she was a plagiaristand “a lie”] were first hurled at 

her by an infuriated Michael Anagnos. What brought on this defection was a little story she had 

written, called “The Frost King,” which she sent him as a birthday present. In the voice of a highly 

literary children’s narrative, it recounts how the “frost fairies” cause the season’s turning: 

 

When the children saw the trees all aglow with brilliant colors they clapped their hands and 

shouted for joy, and immediately began to pick great bunches to take home. “The leaves are as 

lovely as the flowers!”  

 

2. Anagnos—doubtless clapping his hands and shouting for joy—immediately began to publicize Helen’s 

newest accomplishment. “The Frost King” appeared both in the Perkins alumni magazine and in another 

journal for the blind, which, following Anagnos, unhesitatingly named it “without parallel in the history 

of literature.” But more than a parallel was at stake; the story was found to be nearly identical to “The 

Frost Fairies,” by Margaret Canby, a writer of children’s books. Anagnos was humiliated, and fled 

headlong from adulation to excoriation. Feeling personally betrayed and institutionally discredited, he 

arranged an inquisition for the terrified Helen, standing her alone in a room before a jury of eight Perkins 

officials and himself, all mercilessly cross-examining her. Her mature recollection of Anagnos’s “court of 

investigation” registers as pitiably as the ordeal itself: 

 

Mr. Anagnos, who loved me tenderly, thinking that he had been deceived, turned a deaf ear to the 

pleadings of love and innocence. He believed, or at least suspected, that Miss Sullivan and I had 

deliberately stolen the bright thoughts of another and imposed them on him to win his 

admiration. . . . As I lay in my bed that night, I wept as I hope few children have wept. I felt so 

cold, I imagined I should die before morning, and the thought comforted me. I think if this sorrow 

had come to me when I was older, it would have broken my spirit beyond repairing.  

 

3. She was defended by Alexander Graham Bell, and by Mark Twain, who parodied the whole procedure 

with a thumping hurrah for plagiarism, and disgust for the egotism of “these solemn donkeys breaking a 

little child’s heart with their ignorant damned rubbish! . . . A gang of dull and hoary pirates piously 

setting themselves the task of disciplining and purifying a kitten that they think they’ve caught filching a 

chop!” Margaret Canby’s tale had been spelled to Helen perhaps three years before, and lay dormant in 

her prodigiously retentive memory; she was entirely oblivious of reproducing phrases not her own. The 

scandal Anagnos had precipitated left a lasting bruise. But it was also the beginning of a psychological, 

even a metaphysical, clarification that Helen refined and ratified as she grew older, when similar, if 

subtler, suspicions cropped up in the press. “The Story of My Life” was attacked in The Nation not for 

plagiarism in the usual sense but for the purloining of “things beyond her powers of perception with the 

assurance of one who has verified every word. . . . One resents the pages of second-hand description of 

natural objects.” The reviewer blamed her for the sin of vicariousness. “All her knowledge,” he insisted, 

“is hearsay knowledge.” 
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Step 1:  

The following excerpt utilizes the source text in many unethical ways. How many instances of unethical 

use can you find? Refer to the original text and then underline or circle each instance of plagiarism, 

missing or inadequate citation, bad paraphrasing, distortion of meaning, or even unneeded citation (if one 

exists!).  

 

An Excerpt of an essay titled “Cases of Celebrity Plagiarism” 
 

 
1. Plagiarism is one of the topics often associated with 

college work, yet cases of plagiarism accusations hurled at real-life 

writers abound. One such case concerns Helen Keller, the deaf and 

blind woman who was born June 27, 1880 (Keller x). Keller was 

accused of plagiarism the first time when she was eleven, when an 

infuriated Michael Anagnos, one of her mentors, hurled at her the 

words that she was a plagiarist. What brought on this defection was a 

little story she had written, called “The Frost King,” which she sent 

him as a birthday present.  

 

2. The story was promptly published and hailed as without parallel in the history of literature (Ozick 

193). Soon after, the story was found to be nearly identical to “The Frost Fairies,” by Margaret Canby, a 

writer of children’s books. Helen had heard this story as a child three years earlier. When Anagnos 

discovered the similarity, he accused Keller of plagiarism. “Feeling personally betrayed and 

institutionally discredited, he arranged an inquisition for the terrified Helen.” Keller later described her 

feelings after Anagon’s questioning of her: I felt so cold, I imagined I should die before morning, and the 

thought comforted me. 

 

 

3. Anagon’s harsh rebuke of Keller, however, brought many people to her defense. Among them 

were Alexander Graham Bell as well as Mark Twain, who wrote making fun of “these solemn donkeys 

breaking a little child’s heart with their ignorant damned rubbish!” and thus effectively defended 

plagiarism, denouncing Anagon’s reaction to it and proving that plagiarism was acceptable (qtd. in Ozick 

194). Later in her life, Keller had to face similar accusations of plagiarism when her autobiography was 

published. “The Story of My Life” was assaulted in The Nation not for plagiarism in the common way but 

for the pilfering of items outside the powers of awareness (Ozick 194).  
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Step 2: 

Read the following source text, which is the opening paragraph of Ozick’s article. Then, compose two 

paragraphs. The first paragraph should paraphrase the source text, the second paragraph should quote part 

of it. You are free to use the source text in any way you want (as evidence to a claim you make or as an 

informative source, for example). 

 

Source Text: 

Suspicion stalks fame; incredulity stalks great fame. At least three times—at the ages of eleven, 

twenty-three, and fifty-two—Helen Keller was assaulted by accusation, doubt, and overt disbelief. 

She was the butt of skeptics and the cynosure of idolaters. Mark Twain compared her to Joan of 

Arc, and pronounced her “fellow to Caesar, Alexander, Napoleon, Homer, Shakespeare and the 

rest of the immortals.” Her renown, he said, would endure a thousand years (Ozick 188). 

 

MLA Citation: 

Ozick, Cynthia. "WHAT HELEN KELLER SAW." New Yorker 79.16 (2003): 188-96. Web. 15 Apr. 

2011. 

 

1. Paraphrase: 

              

              

              

              

              

              

              

 

2. Quote: 
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An Excerpt of an essay titled “Cases of Celebrity Plagiarism” 

(Cheat Sheet) 
 

Plagiarism is one of the topics often associated with college work, yet cases of accusations of 

plagiarism hurled at real-life writers abound. One such case concerns Helen Keller, the deaf and 

blind woman who was born June 27, 1880 (Keller x) No need to cite a fact you can find in the 

Encyclopedia Britannica, for instance. Keller was accused of plagiarism the first time when she was 

eleven, when an infuriated Michael Anagnos, one of her mentors, hurled at her the words that she was a 

plagiarist. Uses same words as original but arranges them differently—unacceptable paraphrasing. What 

brought on this defection was a little story she had written, called “The Frost King,” which she sent him 

as a birthday present. Copied word for word with no quotation marks and no citation. Downright theft. 

The story was promptly published and hailed as “without parallel in the history of literature” 

(Ozick 7). Does include citation but is missing quotation marks. Soon after, the story was found to be 

nearly identical to “The Frost Fairies,” by Margaret Canby, a writer of children’s books. Also copied word 

for word after the introductory clause—plagiarized even if only part of the original sentence is used. 

Helen had heard this story as a child three years earlier. When Anagnos discovered the similarity, he 

accused Keller of plagiarism. “Feeling personally betrayed and institutionally discredited, he arranged an 

inquisition for the terrified Helen.” Includes quotation marks but no citation or introductory phrase—not 

enough. Keller later described her feelings after the Anagon’s questioning of her: “I felt so cold, I 

imagined I should die before morning, and the thought comforted me.” Even though properly introduced, 

still missing quotation marks.  

Anagon’s harsh rebuke of Keller, however, brought many people to her defense. Among them 

were Alexander Graham Bell as well as Mark Twain, who wrote making fun of “these solemn donkeys 

breaking a little child’s heart with their ignorant damned rubbish!” and thus effectively defended 

plagiarism, denouncing Anagon’s reaction to it and proving that plagiarism was acceptable (qtd. in Ozick 

7). Properly cited but totally distorts meaning. Still unethical because it puts words in the mouths of both 

Mark Twain and Ozick. Later in her life, Keller had to face similar accusations of plagiarism when her 

autobiography was published. “The Story of My Life” was assaulted in The Nation not for plagiarism in 

the common way but for the pilfering of items outside the powers of awareness (Ozick 7). Unacceptable 

paraphrase: uses exact same sentence structure and only exchanges some words for synonyms.  

 

General: The essay takes so much out of the source text that a proper introduction of Ozick’s essay 

should precede the story of Keller’s accusation. Also: do not forget to cite the photo! 
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Outline of Activity on the Ethics of Writing  

101 Learning Outcome: Students will be introduced to the ethics of writing, and will begin learning how 

to use conventions for citation and formatting. 

 

Steps to Conducting the Activity: 

1. Start with a discussion of Ethics in Writing. Possible questions to pose: 

 What do you think of when you hear the phrase “Ethics of Writing”? 

i. Here you can address the regular issues (plagiarism, correct citation, and so on) and other 

ethical questions when it comes to writing, such as how far a student should “help” another 

student, for example.  

 Why do you think students should not plagiarize?  

i. Studies have shown some students resent the scare tactic “don’t do it or you’ll fail”; while it’s 

still needed some talk of the actual ethics of it will also be appreciated. The students who 

resent the threat sometimes hear “don’t do it unless you can get away with it” instead (Power 

652). 

 Why do you think some students plagiarize? 

i. Possible reasons are: pressure to meet a deadline (so start working early), fear of a bad grade, 

the easy access to material online, and then there is the plain lazy and dishonest. 

 Do you think there is unintentional as well as intentional plagiarism?  

i. The simple answer is yes. Part of our job as instructors is to clarify how plagiarism works so 

that we can be guilt-free if we decide to fail a student for plagiarizing. Instructors are divided 

on the role intent plays in the punishment of plagiarism; some argue that since they spend a 

lot of class time explaining plagiarism that all subsequent plagiarism is intentional, while 

others will be more lenient and will punish the student who forgets a citation, for example, 

less harshly than they do the student who lifts an entire paper off the internet (Howard 31). 

 What is the difference between quoting and paraphrasing? What are the general conventions for 

citation? 

2. Now have students read the text on page 1 of the activity. Ideally, you could assign the entire article 

prior to this class. It’s a fascinating article and I highly recommend it, both for its content and because 

it actually has a ton of citations in it that you could point out to students. In class, however, you can 

have students take turns and read the passage aloud (this should take about three minutes). 

3. Next have them work on page 2 and try to find the errors in the mock essay. They could work 

individually, in pairs, or in groups. I like pairs because then you know no one is falling asleep or 

doodling. I would give them about ten minutes to find all errors.  

4. Now discuss the errors they have found and the ones they haven’t. Have each group point out one or 

more of the errors. This should take another ten minutes or so.  

5. Next have them try the paraphrasing and quoting activity on page 3. Give them five minutes or so to 

do it. 

6. Now have them exchange their new passages with the other members in their group and have them 

check each other’s work and comment on it.  
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