Working toward Academic Integrity 
Shawn Mc Guirk
“Cheating” is a thorn in the side of deans, faculty, advisors, and everyone else who works to support student success. As our author notes, researchers tell us that 70 percent of students admit to cheating and 44 percent of faculty who are aware of cheating have never reported it.  It’s a vexing, self-destructive student behavior that ranks among the most unpleasant of problems to manage. We asked Shawn McGuirk, Director of Student Conduct, Mediation and Education at Fitchburg State College in Massachusetts to provide some guidance. –C.S.

The heart of the matter is whether a student demonstrates a high level of academic integrity because teaching and learning requires integrity and honesty. Academic performance that is dishonest is an insult to the institution and to the learning process. 
It is imperative that faculty and staff are fair and consistent (and are perceived to be such) when preventing and confronting inappropriate behavior that is related to a student’s academic work and progress toward a degree.  Donald McCabe and Gary Pavela cite the following:

The Fundamental Values of Academic Integrity: 
  1.   Affirm the importance of academic integrity. 

   2.   Foster a love of learning. 

   3.   Treat students as ends in themselves.

   4.   Promote an environment of trust in the classroom.
   5.   Encourage student responsibility for academic integrity.
   6.   Clarify expectations for students.
   7.   Develop fair and relevant forms of assessment.
   8.   Reduce opportunities to engage in academic dishonesty.
   9.   Challenge academic dishonesty when it occurs.
  10.   Help define and support campus-wide academic integrity
          standards. 

It would be ideal if all students demonstrated each of these values, in and out of the classroom.  However, the main reason most students attend a college or university is to work toward and earn a degree.  We also hope that our students learn to become better people and citizens in the process.  
Remaining consistent and fair in our policies and procedures provides a student a window of opportunity to witness our concern for their well-being and success.    
I believe it is our job, in part, to ensure that a student receiving a degree from an institution of higher education is prepared to succeed once they graduate.  Students who do not demonstrate academic integrity are less inclined to be as successful in the working environement than those who have demonstrated and practiced a high level of academic integrity consistently.  As a colleague recently said, “Do you want a student who cheated his way through school teaching your kids?  Or fixing your furnace?  Or cleaning your teeth?  Probably not.”
The work of preventing and managing academic honesty is not easy.  As administrators, we need to help our faculty carry out this important – but often thankless – task by providing clear policies and opportunities to receive guidance.
Research on prevalence 
The “Assessment Project,” which is based on the research done by the Center for Academic Integrity and Donald McCabe, Ph.D. (Rutgers University), studied almost 50,000 undergraduates on more than 60 campuses since the fall of 2002. Results (June 2005) are “disturbing, provocative, and challenging.”
:
· “On most campuses, 70 percent of students admit to some cheating. Close to one-quarter of the participating students admitted to serious test cheating in the past year and half admitted to one or more instances of serious cheating on written assignments.”

· Internet plagiarism is a growing concern on all campuses as students struggle to understand what constitutes acceptable use of the Internet. Forty percent  of the students surveyed admitted to “cut and paste” plagiarism.  “A majority of those students (77 percent) believe such cheating is not a very serious issue.”

· “Faculty are reluctant to take action against suspected cheaters. In Assessment Project surveys involving almost 10,000 faculty in the last three years, 44 percent of those who were aware of student cheating in their course in the last three years, have never reported a student for cheating to the appropriate campus authority.”
 

No doubt technology has made plagiarizing and cheating easier.  As a result, more institutions of higher education are addressing this issue in their classrooms, to the point where faculty state that students must turn cell phones, Blackberries, etc. off before taking exams.  Faculty are also including clear and precise statements on their syllabi that specifically addresses this issue, and  institutions are including comprehensive programs addressing integrity during the first-year orientations.
This begs the question, “Why do students cheat at all?”  An October, 1999 article in The Chronicle of Higher Education offered the following:
“In responding to surveys, the students themselves most often blamed the pressure to succeed -- the need to meet the expectations of their families, graduate schools, and prospective employers. Several students even justified cheating by noting the need to maintain a minimum grade-point average to retain their financial-aid awards.” 

Students have and in all probability will continue to find new and creative ways to be academically dishonest.  The next obvious query is “What do we do now?”
Prevention strategies 
Options include:

1. Encourage student, faculty and staff responsibility for academic integrity.  This can be done by addressing your institutions policies and procedures about academic integrity during orientations and other programs throughout the academic year.  It’s also a good idea for faculty and staff to address this issue on a regular basis during staff meetings to ensure fairness and consistency.  
2. Encourage faculty to change exams on a regular basis.  Doing this annually should cut down on cases of cheating and plagiarism.
3. Encourage faculty to discuss importance of integrity with students at the beginning and throughout the semester. Consider asking the Director of Judicial Affairs to offer guidance to faculty (in person or in writing) on this prior to the start of the term.  This training would include an overview of the institutions policies and procedures, examples of academic dishonesty, suggestions for syllabi verbiage, and other useful tools to help prevent academic dishonesty before it starts.
4. Include academic integrity verbiage on syllabus.  Here is one example:

“A student's name on any written exercise (e.g., examination, report, thesis, theme, notebook, laboratory report, computer program, etc.), or in association with an oral presentation, declares that the work is the result of that student's own thought and study. Any work that the student declares as his or her own shall be stated in the student's own words and produced without the assistance of others.  Students must make clear through accurate citations when they make us of other sources. Talking during an examination, or “possession or use of unauthorized materials or equipment during an examination constitutes an infringement of the academic integrity policy.”
 
5. Ask students to turn cell phones, pagers, etc. off during exams.

6. Make sure students are aware that their transcript could identify academic dishonesty if they are found responsible for this behavior (if your institution’s policy subscribes to this practice).  Many institutions utilize this practice by putting an ‘XF’ on the student’s transcript if they have violated the academic integrity policy.
7. Offer a consistent and fair process through the Judicial Affairs Office to address infractions of inappropriate academic behavior.
Management strategies
If a professor suspects that a student has been academically dishonest, consider this plan:
1. First and foremost, know and follow your institution’s policy.

2. Do your homework.  It may take a bit of time to identify where the information is coming from. Investing in due diligence will save you time later on.

3. Once you have all of your material, prepare to meet the student.  Decide what you would like the outcome of the meeting to be.  Is it to help the student understand the problem?  What options are you prepared to offer the student?  Will your decision depend on how the student responds, or is there a hard-and-fast outcome that has been pre-determined?  Think through this very carefully before you call the student in to have a discussion with him/her about your concerns. 
This is hard work.  Be prepared for the following possibilities:  

· The student may deny the facts, so you should have copies of your evidence ready to hand to the student.

· The student may break down and cry, so you should know in advance what your next step will be.

· The student may respond in a hostile manner and possibly threaten you, so you should have a plan in advance for this possibility.

· Or, the student may simply ask what can be done at this point, in which case you should know what your goal will be in this circumstance.
4. If your policy allows, forward all documentation to your Conduct Office for adjudication; or, if you are adjudicating, ensure that you follow-up in writing with a finding and sanctions if appropriate.  Again, putting something in writing may take a little time, but it’s always best to have a written record.

Keep in mind that it is much easier for faculty to do nothing than it is to pursue cases of academic dishonesty. If you would like them to do the difficult work of confronting and teaching students to be honest in their work, then you need to have a system in place that supports your faculty by providing very clear guidelines and suggestions for implementation. 
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Shawn McGuirkPh.D., is the director of student conduct, mediation and education at Fitchburg State College, and is also a member of Student Affairs Leader’s editorial board.












�


� 


� 


� 


� 


� 


� 





PAGE  
1

