
Why Do Students Cheat?  

Abstracted from Derek Bruff’s post, CFT, Vanderbilt University 28Feb2011. 

1. It’s not cheating if technology is involved. Jeff Young’s March 2010 Chronicle of Higher 

Education article mentions the work of materials engineering professor Trevor Harding at Cal 

State-San Luis Obispo: In surveys, he asked students if they viewed bringing a cheat sheet to an 

exam as cheating. Most did. Then he asked the same students whether they would consider it 

cheating to bring a graphing calculator with equations secretly stored on it. Many said no, that 

wasn’t cheating. Harding argues that when there is some form of technology involved, students 

become “detached” from the notion that their actions are cheating.  Perhaps storing equations in a 

graphing calculator is more like using one’s resources wisely than like cheating for some 

students? I’ve heard students argue that out in the “real world,” they’ll have ready access to 

equations and formulas, so why should they be prevented from accessing them during exams? 

 

2. It’s not cheating if the assignment isn’t meaningful. Jeff Young’s article also quotes a 

student at New England College who indicates that some students don’t worry about cheating on 

homework. “The feeling about homework is that it’s really just busywork. You just call your 

friend and say, ‘Hey, do you know the answer?'” If students don’t feel that they are going to learn 

anything from a “busywork” assignment, perhaps they don’t feel as bad about copying a peer’s 

answers? If so, does this argue for giving students different kinds of out-of-class assignments? Or 

at least trying to convince them of the value to their learning of our current assignments? 

 

3. They’re pressed for time. A January 2011 article in the student newspaper of Northwestern 

University includes quotes from students who indicate that cheating can occur when students are 

pressed for time. Here’s one student: “It seemed like it was the end of the world, and there was no 

way I was going to get the paper done,” she said. “It was already two in the morning. It seemed 

like the only option.” … Mostly, though, cheating is not a result of students’ diabolical plans to 

sneak past their professors. Often cheating comes from a student who feels overwhelmed, 

underprepared and generally pressured to succeed.   At his talk last week, Richard Arum, co-

author of Academically Adrift, noted a steep decline in the number of hours students spend 

studying outside of class in the last few decades. (Listen to our new podcast interview with 

Arum for more on his findings.) Are students spending less time studying because they’re cutting 

corners by plagiarizing? Or are students so busy with non-academic matters (friends, family, 

extra-curricular activities, jobs) that they don’t have time to writer their papers? 

 

4. Today’s students have a different set of values they bring to the classroom. In an August 

2010 New York Times article, Trip Gabriel raises the idea that students living in today’s digital 

culture don’t approach concepts like intellectual property and authorship in the same way that 

faculty do.. “When you’re sitting at your computer, it’s the same machine you’ve downloaded 

music with, possibly illegally, the same machine you streamed videos for free that showed on 

HBO last night.” Gabriel also points to a “mash-up culture” in which a creative work is judged on 

how well it blends together other work (without necessarily citing that other work), creating 

notions of authorship and originality very different from the traditional Western views on these 

ideas. For example, consider the latest “album” from the DJ known as Girl Talk, All Day. It 

consists entire of samples of other artists’ music–372 samples in all. Benjamin Rahn has created a 

nice visualization of the album and its samples that gives a sense of the scope of this project, and 

NPR’s On the Media featured an interview with Girl Talk in March 2010. What can we learn 

about how students view plagiarism from the popularity of Girl Talk’s work? 

. 
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Promoting Academic Integrity in the Digital Age 

 
How can instructors promote originality and academic integrity in 21st century teaching 
contexts that rely heavily on digital and online tools and collaborative learning 
environments? Here are a few strategies that can make assignments and assessments less 
vulnerable to cheating, help our students identify the boundaries between collaboration and 
misappropriation, and foster originality in their work.  
 

 

Possible Strategies Examples 
 

Checking and Policing- 
Directly identify and deter 
academic misconduct 

Multiple versions of homework and exams, with questions 
ordered differently, different numbers, or different 
questions 
 
Cardboard cubicles on students’ desks make it difficult for 
students to appropriate others’ work.  
 
Tools such as Safe Assign and GradeScope allow 
instructors to identify similarities between student 
assignments or with publicly available documents.  
 

Educating Students-  
Explicitly address academic 
integrity in the classroom. 

Classroom discussions of academic integrity and 
professional behavior 
 
Student-generated ground rules 
Tutorials on academic integrity, such as this one:  
http://writing.ku.edu/writing-guides (see Avoiding 
Plagiarism) 
 
Turn policing tools into learning tools by asking students 
to use SafeAssign to self-evaluate the originality of their 
own work before turning in a final version 
 

Designing Less Vulnerable 
Assignments 

Structured homework problems: Make it about more than 
getting the right answer, not obvious where the problem 
came from 
 
Annotated assignment: Students have to explain why their 
response to an assignment (e.g., a programming 
assignment) works or makes sense 
 
Authentic, individualized assignments 
 

Turning tools for bad 
(cheating) into tools for 
good (learning) 
 

Organize assignments around tools commonly used for 
“cheating” (e.g., students evaluate the quality and 
accuracy of google translate output in a foreign 
language class) 
  

http://writing.ku.edu/writing-guides

