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Although cheating and plagiarism have always been a part of academic life, recent studies and news reports suggest that they are more prevalent today than ever before.  No doubt the university will inevitably reflect dominant tendencies in the culture, though it is perhaps also reasonable to expect that it will ask questions about those tendencies and, in some cases, demand that its constituents resist them.  A respect for the truth, for truthfulness, is obviously at the heart of academic and scholarly life, and so it would not seem excessive for colleges to be vigilant in the detection of cheating and determined to do something about it.

At my college, one of the premier senior liberal arts colleges of the City University of New York, a statement in the college bulletin both forbids academic dishonesty and informs students of possible penalties for infractions.  In practice, however, there is no standard and inevitable consequence of cheating or plagiarism.  Some professors handle it informally by disciplining the student themselves (usually with a failing grade), while others report it to the Dean of Students.  Until this academic year, the Dean at our college determined the consequences on a case-by-case basis.  Sometimes, he assigned an essay about academic dishonesty, or mandated hours of community service, or both.  

Last year, partially due to reports of the increasing prevalence of academic dishonesty and partially in recognition of the lack of uniformity in our institution’s response to these infractions, the Director of the Counseling Center-- in which I am a staff psychologist,-- the Dean, and I began to consider whether the college had adequately responded to student cheating.  Students were punished in one way or another for transgressing against the spirit of learning and the community of honest students.  But they were not educated about the ethics and psychology of responsible academic behavior.  Why not require these students, we thought, to participate in a non-credit group that would specifically encourage reflection about their ethical behavior?  Such an assignment would be punitive, in that it would restrict students’ use of their free time, but it would also honor the university’s unique educational purpose.  It would aim not just to curtail the offending behavior, but to address the thoughts, beliefs, and feelings of the participants.  

This subtle blurring of disciplinary and educational goals, especially when the educational aspect aims to effect behavioral change, offends many people, in part because of its noxious associations.  It brings to mind the subjection of dissenters and non-conformists to enforced “treatment” in totalitarian systems.  In those contexts, therapeutic language cynically conceals coercive purposes.  Most mental health professionals value the freedom, autonomy, and dignity of their clients, and therefore believe that surreptitious disciplinary motives and obligatory procedures inevitably corrupt their work.  They also make the practical objection that mandated treatment often provokes resistance to change rather than encourages it.

In our decision to require attendance in such a “treatment” group, despite the above objections, we considered the following points:  the necessity for a serious, educational response to breaches in academic integrity; the fact that students could say whatever they wanted to in the group, even defend or rationalize cheating, and still fulfill its requirements; the conviction that the disciplinary aspect of the group was not concealed but explicit; and the belief that, by reading pertinent material and talking with one another in a small group, students could learn something of value, even under enforced circumstances.

I have, until now, led two groups, one in the fall and one in the spring semester of the 2001/2002 academic year.  (Seven students were in the first group and six in the second.  This paper only refers to 12 of the 13 students, however, since one did not give me consent to report on his opinions.  All will be referred to with the pronoun “he” in what follows.)  The groups met once a week, for seven weeks, during “free” hour.  I began by asking each student to tell the group what he had been accused of and how he had decided to do what he had done.  Their first assignment required the students to write about a time when someone trusted lied to them, and when they lied to someone who had reason to trust them.    Subsequently, I assigned a reading (and, with the second group, pertinent questions) for each meeting:  a case study concerning the help a student got at a writing center; surveys on why students cheat and deterrents to cheating; articles on the honor system (one pro, one con); stories from various newspapers about professors that plagiarized; and a short story pertinent to academic dishonesty (see references).  The students also filled out a questionnaire on attitudes towards cheating.

All of them, in this questionnaire, agreed that cheating was wrong.  How was it, then, that their actual behavior contrasted so sharply with their attitudes?  This became evident as they began to speak about the incident that determined their placement in the group.  Most of them were, at least initially, as inclined to blame others as to accept responsibility for their actions or to express genuine regret.  Two students blamed their teacher for not having adequately explained what plagiarism was (or what its consequences would be), although, when pressed, each admitted that his teacher had mentioned it not only orally, but in writing.  This admission did not at all alter their sense of having been wronged.  

Another student felt that his teacher’s youth and friendliness had misled students into believing that he would take a more understanding approach to breaches in academic integrity.  When he gave the student an “F” in the course, and reported him to the Dean of Students, the student felt betrayed.  The teacher’s friendliness had been a sham.  Why hadn’t the teacher spoken to him personally and given him a chance to correct his mistake?

Another student, who cheated on a test, lamented that, in the business world, collaboration was encouraged, whereas here, in college, he had “collaborated” and gotten into trouble.  The student’s tone was sincere, his expression earnest.  Did he know, as he was speaking, that he had not indeed collaborated, but cheated?  Or had he convinced himself as well?

Most of the other students did not entirely justify their action, but minimized its seriousness by referring its cause to outside pressures.  In all these instances, it seemed as though the students were trying to preserve their sense of integrity by blaming their behavior on external factors.  (In this, they resembled the historians Stephen Ambrose and Doris Kearns Goodwin, who, when confronted with examples of plagiarism in their work, also blamed pressures and mistakes of various kinds, rather than admitting to intentional dishonesty.) 

 In a story by Milton Teichman that I assigned to one group, a teacher is angry and disappointed when a favorite student submits a clearly plagiarized paper and then refuses to admit it.  His wife tries to console him with the following words:  “I think you’re unrealistic…in expecting a confession of wrong from a twenty-year-old student. How many young people feel secure enough, or have a strong enough opinion of themselves, to admit a serious mistake?  For that matter, how many adults are capable of admitting their wrongs?”  These questions  bear reflection, and, in our group, students did reflect on them.  Mostly, they disagreed with the author, contending that 20-year-olds were mature enough to admit a serious mistake.  Nevertheless, in both groups, a clear admission of wrongdoing, accompanied by genuine understanding and regret, was rare indeed.

Students displayed considerable interest in the question, who precisely is hurt by cheating?  Does cheating really injure others?  Although all the students had ostensibly cheated to gain an advantage for themselves, they were more able to admit that they hurt themselves (by compromising what they learned in the course) than that they hurt others.  It seemed clear that, when they decided to cheat, they were not explicitly seeking an unfair advantage over other students.  Rather, they wanted something for themselves:  To do well in the course without having to do the required work.  They did not appear to consider that this was unfair to fellow students who had done their work.  Eventually, they did acknowledge that an artificially high grade could affect the grading curve, and thereby affect all students in a class.  Still, the feeling that the decision to cheat was personal, and affected primarily the cheater himself, persisted.  None of the students appeared to experience himself as a member of a community with shared values, nor did anyone suggest that cheating could have a generally demoralizing effect on the community.

To challenge this view, I asked if they thought that the College should just allow cheating, should, in other words, take the position that, if students wanted to hurt themselves, the College should not interfere.  None of the students thought this a good solution.  One student insightfully compared this to suicide:  Although the suicidal person might see his action as pertinent to himself alone, society interfered on the grounds that the suicidal person affected not only himself, but others.                                                                                                                                                                                                               
But most of the students had a different reason for thinking cheating should not be allowed.  They believed the College had the obligation to articulate and uphold proper standards of right and wrong, even if students sometimes disobeyed them.  They sensed the potential chaos that could ensue from an explicitly permissive policy on cheating, and did not believe that such a chaos would be good for anyone.  One student compared this to a family:  It was right, he said, for parents to set rules, to articulate right and wrong, even if their children sometimes disobeyed or lied in order to achieve some goal.  The students seemed to feel that parents who did not establish rules were abdicating their responsibility.  They believed that one of the functions of authoritative institutions, including the family, was to uphold positive values and reject negative ones.

  This articulation of values seemed to have two different, equally important, purposes.  One was to provide guidelines for proper behavior.  The other was to generate in the individual a feeling of goodness through identification with positive values.  I believe that this is why the students agreed that cheating was wrong, and why they went to such lengths to distance their “true selves” from the circumstances of their own cheating.

There are some people for whom any rule or limitation constitutes a challenge and a temptation.  I do not think that most of the students in my groups tried to get away with things for the sheer sport of it.  Instead, they seemed to take this path, more or less reluctantly, when they felt that, given the circumstances, the alternative was too difficult.  In other words, practical gain in the moment, not an ongoing project of defiance, seemed to be their object.

Is there any reason to believe that a mandated group of the kind I have described was beneficial to students, or did the group, as many would predict, simply provoke resistance?  There is no doubt that signs of resistance, from lateness, to “skimming” assignments instead of reading them, to misbehavior of other kinds, were evident.  Nevertheless, students discussed the issues, challenged or disagreed with one another, and occasionally seemed to see something differently than they had before.  One student, on the last day of the group, said that he had begun to think that it is “better to be straight” from the beginning “than to have to go back around the block” later on.  Although this reflects a greater understanding of the practical benefits of honesty than an appreciation of its ethical requirements, it does constitute a genuine gain in insight for such a student.

In our college, we have decided that these first two groups, although troublesome in ways, provoked enough serious discussion among the students to be worthwhile continuing, for at least another academic year. Nevertheless, in evaluating this type of response to academic dishonesty, we must consider again the propriety of addressing students’ thoughts when we might simply have moved to deter their behavior.  A harsh punishment, like suspension for a semester, would likely prove an even more effective deterrent.  The student would then do his time, so to speak, and keep his thoughts and feelings to himself.  Requiring that he attend a group, disclose what he did in the presence of others, and think about issues pertinent to his offense, will inevitably be viewed by some as a legitimate educational measure, and by others as an unjustified and condescending intrusion on students’ privacy.  The unique responsibility of the university to embody high ethical standards should inform consideration of these alternative views.
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