
Academic Integrity


The ongoing issue of academic Integrity continues to be a thorn in the side of all institutions of higher education. When considering who might be responsible for a lack of integrity surrounding the education system in the United States it seems as though society as a whole is blamed for directly contributing to the problem. Unfortunately, there is a lack of responsibility on the part of individuals who prefer to point fingers and blame others rather than take responsibility for their own individual actions. The basis for the solution to academic integrity can be found within each individual’s own set of honest, ethical, values and standards. 


The problem of cheating is a longstanding issue within our education system. According to a recent survey conducted on cheating in the United States which focused on a wide range of students from Medical School to Middle School most above average students, nearly 8 out of 10 are said to have cheated at least once (Kleiner and Lord 82). These numbers are overwhelming considering this information is only based on students who actually admitted to cheating. The actual enormity of the issue may never be known due to the fact that there are others who are potentially cheating that never admit to it.

There are a variety of reasons why students choose to cheat ranging from pressure to do well academically, to a simple confusion of the exact meaning of cheating. *** According to Eberly “The pressure to succeed, particularly on high-stakes tests, can drive students to consider extreme measures” (Kleiner and Lord 82-3).  Competition among students to achieve places a heavy weight upon students. Whether that competition is getting in to a particular school or simply the need to be awarded scholarships to afford to attend college (Kleiner and Lord 82). Either way cheating is illegal and shouldn’t be accepted. ***According to one college student “We all know cheating is cheating, and we shouldn’t do it, “says Melissa, a student at Duke University. “ But there are times that you cheat because there aren’t enough hours in the day.” (Kleiner and Lord 82). Individuals seem confused about the exact definition of cheating. Cheating for some is not clearly defined. The line between collaboration and straight cheating is unclear (Bok). Illegal cheating in the form of collaboration has been on the rise over the past three decades. There are several reasons for cheating through collaboration. One reason is that students prefer to work with one another. Another reason is that the job market demands teamwork and employees are compensated for their participation (Cole and McCabe 67-8).  The acceptability of collaboration in the work force can give a misperception of what is allowed in terms of illegal collaboration at the college level. Another potential cause of cheating is an increase to access to cheating sources through the availability of technology (Kleiner and Lord 82). The reality is that students are cheating themselves by compromising their education for a letter grade. 

Attitudes about cheating are the single most important factor in determining whether students participate in honest activity. Cheating has become more acceptable by students in many areas of their lives due to unethical standards promoted by parents and society alike. According to a poll conducted, 25% of adults feel it is necessary to cheat and lie in the process of getting what they desire, this attitude leads a very poor example for their children (University of Michigan Press 32).*** According to Audrey James “too often the messages from parents and teachers come off as, ‘you need to do everything you can, at all costs, to get to the top.’ You never see any gratification for being a good person anymore,” (University of Michigan Press 32). People who are raised with a strong emphasis on ethical behavior are less likely to participate in cheating for fear that their conscience may eat away at them. For individuals who are raised in an environment that was devoid of ethical boundaries, cheating is a non-issue.  It would be simple to blame society as a whole for contributing to the cause of academic integrity or the lack there of.   Responsibility for academic integrity lies within the individuals who actively take part in decision-making surrounding making good choices, hence society as a whole.

Wherever there is cheating there must also be consequences and guidelines for both faculty and students to adhere to. Colleges in America have a variety of circumstances for academic cheating, which include written reprimands, suspension, probation, monetary penalties, and expulsion (Cole and McCabe 67-8). Even though consequences do exist and penalties are enforced students still persevere in spite of the possibility that they may be caught and penalized. When considering consequences for cheating, it seems as though 9 out of 10 college students feel that cheating will not render consequences (Kleiner and Lord 82). If a student feels that there is an opportunity to cheat without getting caught they are more likely to do so. Taking advantage of opportunistic situations is one method of cheating. Students who are taught by adjunct professors and teaching assistants were more likely to cheat just over 30% of the time (University of Michigan Press 32).  Specific preventative measures are determined by each schools personal policy. A few ideas that have been proposed to solve student dishonesty include; requiring drafts from students on research papers, alternating classroom seating for exam rooms, clarifying guidelines concerning collaboration and lastly, for instructors to not recycle exam questions (“Policies”39-40). Some schools have developed an honor code that positively promotes responsible action on the part of the students by calling upon them to uphold a standard of academic integrity.*** According to Smart “Research seems to indicate that an honor code is an important, but not essential, tool in promoting academic integrity.” (Smart 45-7). Collaboration between Students and faculty along with clearly defined goals, objectives and consequences surrounding cheating and academic integrity will ultimately help to discourage dishonesty.

Alternative solutions that could potentially help solve some of the issues surrounding academic dishonesty would include a non-tolerance requirement for reporting cheaters. Schools tend to have different criteria on how they punish students who are caught cheating. Some schools allow the students to decide their own punishment. Other schools mandate that the person who observes the act of cheating must report the cheater. In turn some schools do nothing at all (Cole and McCabe 67-8). If indeed the school fails to punish the cheater when caught then there is not much incentive for students to turn each other in when caught cheating. Students who must decide their own punishment are obviously going to subject themselves to a lesser sentence than may be required by other methods of punishment. Schools that clearly define guidelines surrounding non-tolerance of cheating and strictly adhere to policies that pertain to consequences and punishment for their student body will ultimately see the best results. Consistency is the key with any form of discipline. No matter what the proposed solution for academic dishonesty it is certain that it will always exist to a certain degree.

The problem of Academic integrity can be resolved through collaboration between procedures for enforcement, faculty and student involvement, and positive programs and clearly defined well thought out policies (“Policies” 39-40).
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