From http://www.bio.miami.edu/dana/161/plagiarism.html
What Constitutes Plagiarism?

Plagiarism is the taking of someone else's words, work, or ideas, and passing them off as a product of your own efforts. Plagiarism may occur when a person fails to place quotation marks around someone else's exact words, directly rephrasing or paraphrasing someone else's words while still following the general form of the original, and/or failing to issue the proper citation to one's source material. 

In student papers, plagiarism is often due to... 

· turning in someone else's paper as one's own 

· using another person's data or ideas without acknowledgment 

· failing to cite a written source (printed or internet) of information that you used to collect data or ideas 

· copying an author's exact words and putting them in the paper without quotation marks 

· rephrasing an author's words and failing to cite the source 

· copying, rephrasing, or quoting an author's exact words and citing a source other than where the material was obtained. (For example, using a secondary source which cites the original material, but citing only the primary material. If you have not read an original publication, do not cite it in your references as if you have!) 

· using wording that is very similar to that of the original source, but passing it off as one's own.

From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plagiarism
Academia
In the academic world, plagiarism by students is a very serious offense that can result in punishments such as a failing grade on the particular assignment (typically at the high school level) or for the course (typically at the college or university level). For cases of repeated plagiarism, or for cases in which a student commits severe plagiarism (e.g., submitting a copied piece of writing as original work), a student may be suspended or expelled. Many students feel pressured to complete papers well and quickly, and with the accessibility of new technology (the Internet) students can plagiarize by copying and pasting information from other sources. This is often easily detected by teachers, for several reasons. First, students' choice of sources are frequently unoriginal; instructors may receive the same passage copied from a popular source from several students. Second, it is often easy to tell whether a student used their own "voice." Third, students may choose sources which are inappropriate, off-topic, or contain incorrect information. Fourth, lecturers may insist that submitted work is first submitted to an online plagiarism detector.   
In many universities, academic degrees or awards may be revoked as a penalty for plagiarism.
