What About Cheating??     
The Teaching Professor

Students cheat anywhere--between 40% and 90% of them depending on the study.

The major reason, they say, is so they won’t fail in a course.  But that isn’t the only reason.

A study by Elizabeth Nauss documented that 21% of 146 students surveyed at Indiana University, Bloomington, said they cheat because “no one ever gets punished for  it.”  Certainly their peers don’t make them accountable;  in the same study, only 3% of the sample indicated that if they saw a student cheating, they would report the incident.

Maybe that’s understandable (though certainly not excusable), given the extraordinary strength of peer pressure undergraduates feel.  But what about faculty?  How are we responding to this problem of epidemic proportions?

Margaret Jendrek points out that “rarely” have faculty reactions to academic dishonesty been studies.  She sees that as disturbing for two reasons:

1.
“Faculty members have the opportunity to structure situations to either 
increase or decrease the likelihood of academic dishonesty”.

2.
“Faculty members’ attitudes and responses to academic dishonesty may create 
a climate that either forces or inhibits academic dishonesty.”

To rectify this lack of focus on faculty reactions, Jendrek surveyed 743 faculty at a public Midwestern university with 16,000 students; 45% returned the questionnaire.  Jendrek was interested in whether or not the presence of a clear institutional policy on cheating encouraged faculty to take the designated action against cheaters.  The institution in the study has such a policy.

Large Gap between Policy and Practice  

Despite the fact that 60% of the faculty responding indicated they had witnessed students cheating on exams, only 20% took follow-up actions in compliance with the stated university policy, which in this case meant arranging a meeting with the student and department chair to determine the kind of follow-up action required.

Faculty in this survey seemed more inclined to take the matter into their own hands:  65% reported penalizing student who cheat, most commonly by giving them a zero on the exam exercise.  That leaves a significant percentage completely ignoring the issue.

Percentages in the Nauss study were not quite so discouraging.  Twenty-six percent  of the faculty indicated they would warn the student, but not change the grade, and only 1% said they would ignore the matter.  Note that both these studies rely on faculty reports of what they do.  Neither studied the actual action faculty take.

What about the faculty inclination to take matters into their own hands—confirmed by the Nauss study where 60% took action independent of others?  Is there any problem with this approach?  Jendrek thinks so.   “Faculty members who handle the situation in a one-on-one fashion serve consequently as judge and as juror; no impartial hearing takes place.”  Moreover, since no one reports offenders, those who repeat are in effect allowed to “cheat” their way successfully through an academic program.

Faculty in the Jendrek study ignored instances of cheating for a number of reasons.  Sometimes they were not 100% sure the student was in fact cheating, and “wandering eyes” are difficult to document.  Sometimes they were uncertain of the official policy or had put in their syllabi individual policies at odds with the university policy.  In other cases they expressed a certain “helplessness:” the class was large, or calling one student on one instance would not help the university-wide cheating problem.

Communicate the Value of Academic Integrity
These faculty reasons are understandable.  But they’re not excusable.  If we are to get any handle at all on this problem, we must stick together in enforcing university policies and affirming the importance—indeed necessity—of integrity in the academic enterprise.

In discussing her finds, Nauss writes, “The results suggest that we may indeed be communicating the value we place on academic integrity.  The message may imply that the academic community is willing to tolerate minor indiscretions or academic shortcuts, but that planned, deliberate, blatant behaviors are not acceptable.”  Is that really the message we want to convey to the students?

It’s fine to say we ought to stick together, enforce policies and encourage academic integrity.  But that’s not enough.  We need to offer ideas, strategies and insights.  For that purpose we turn to two resources which can contribute to faculty efforts in this area.

Recently the Higher Education Administration Series has published a volume, Academic Integrity and Student Development, which covers academic integrity from multiple perspectives.  Particularly useful is Chapter III, “Strategies to Prevent Academic Dishonesty.”  (The authors recommend, for example numbering tests as a way of ensuring that no copies are stolen.)    This short book also contains some intriguing case studies which can be used to explore definitions of cheating with colleagues and students.

