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While universities have instituted use of various forms of technologies to help identify instances
of academic integrity compromises, these tools are unable to detect cases where students get
someone else to do their academic work for them. This paper discusses a two-stage approach to
addressing academic integrity at a postgraduate business studies course where students were
engaged in understanding what academic integrity means within their context and explore various
forms of unethical behaviours. They were also made aware about various institutional policies and
procedures for academic integrity breaches. This was followed with a post-assessment, ad-hoc
feedback from students about their submitted work. Although a thorough evaluation is planned at
a later stage, this paper shares some initial results about the effectiveness of this approach to
countering academic misconduct behaviours. The paper will be of interest to other teaching
academics interested in developing a culture of academic integrity.
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Introduction

Assessments play an important role in higher education. While there are arguments about the validity of many
forms of assessments, they continue to provide a valuable measure to educators about student’s levels of
understanding of the material, and therefore help decisions about progression and awarding of qualifications.
Unfortunately, the confidence in many assessment scores is challenged due to increasing incidents of academic
integrity compromises (Bretag, 2020). It has become easier for students to gain access to work that has been
done by others, and even more concerning is the trend towards ‘contract cheating’. Contract cheating is where
students engage someone else to do the assessments for them.

Academic misconduct and various forms of unethical academic behaviours poses a significant challenge for
educators. While various technological tools such as ‘“Turnitin’ may help detect when students plagiarise and use
the work of others, it is incapable of detecting the increasing forms of contract cheating. In fact, an entire
business model is growing around this type of service where ‘expert’ writers engage in ‘contracts’ to write
assessments for students (Bretag, Harper, Burton, Ellis, Newton, Rozenberg, Saddiqui, & van Haeringen, 2019).
These types of academic misconduct are difficult for academic integrity technology tools to detect.

The reasons why students engage in these unethical behaviours are wide and varied, however one of the ideas
often put forward is that if students are motivated to learn, that is, not merely interested in grades, then they are
far less likely to engage in unethical academic behaviours (Day, Hudson, Dobies, & Waris, 2011). Additionally,
studies suggest that student engagement and motivation to learn are often a deterrent to these behaviours used
concurrently with awareness about the repercussions of unethical conduct (Rundle, Curtis, & Clare, 2020).

Embedding a culture of integrity

Like other types of academic behaviours such as ways of learning, teaching and assessments, academic integrity
tends to be a part of the culture within institutions (Dawson, Bearman, Boud, Hall, Molloy, Bennett, & Joughin,
2013). Students engage with all forms of teaching and learning initiatives within the embedded cultural
expectations of their institutions. Similarly high trusting institutions often have strategies in place to ensure this
trust is demonstrated and expect similar from students. Therefore, studies have shown that the incident of
academic misconduct tends to be higher among first-year university students than students in later years of their
studies (Ellis, van Haeringen, Harper, Bretag, Zucker, McBride, Rozenberg, Newton, & Saddiqui, 2020).

For students still being ‘inducted’ into institutional expectations and cultures, explicit initiatives should be
undertaken to allow them to become aware about the expectations, but significantly explicit instructions to allow
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students to learn about ethical academic behaviours and consequences for breaches.
The following strategies were embedded in a large business course at a regional university.

Engaging students in ethical practices and formal writing

Tutorial/workshop time is essential to use the theoretical principles learned in the lectures and apply them to
general practice. Although this time is valuable to cover subject matter, it is just as important to pause and
discuss ethical practices and formal writing. Engaging students early in this discussion also alleviates time and
energy when marking assessments later. Studies have indicated that if students are engaged in a conversation
about ethical behaviours they are less likely to engage in unethical behaviours such as contract cheating
(Rundle, Curtis, & Clare, 2020).

In a first-year postgraduate marketing class the entire first workshop is dedicated to ethical practices and formal
writing. By doing this early on, students are empowered with the knowledge of their expectations early on
which is another detractor of cheating (Bertram Gallant, 2017).

In the workshop, students listen to a presentation and watch videos on how to search for peer reviewed journal
articles, best practices, how to reference properly and the difference between summarising and plagiarism. As an
activity to discuss summarising, students are told to find a partner and to discuss the last movie they watched.
The students will actively converse during this activity. Once all the students have finished discussing the
movies, the instructor reveals what they have just summarised. They are asked to do the same for their written
assessments. Students should read an article or chapter, understand it, and then write their understanding of it in
their own words whilst still acknowledging where they obtained the information from.

Next, the students are given an excerpt from a journal article (Marketing sourced). They are asked to summarise
the journal article into a single paragraph in a formal tone and give correct in-text referencing. They are given
quick feedback after they submit the summary from the instructor which provides them with encouragement that
they are on the right track and understand the expectations of the class.

Lastly, they are given an academic integrity quiz on Moodle. The quiz has nine multiple choice questions taken
from the material of the earlier presentation and a reflection question at the end. Although this quiz does not
count towards their overall marks for the subject, the students must receive 100% to obtain access to their future
quizzes (which are counted towards their overall mark). The reflection question asks the students to state what
academic integrity means to them and how they will use integrity in their future assessments.

Post-assessment feedback/reflection

Various plagiarism detection technology tools such as ‘Turnitin’ and others are good at identifying the
possibility of plagiarism for work that has been done by students. However, with the increase in contract
cheating, unethical behaviour can be harder to detect. There is a growing industry that entice students to engage
in these unethical behaviours and many are becoming extremely good at providing these services. Educators
often must rely on their own intuition to identify cases of contract cheating.

Many times, after students would submit written assessments, questions surrounding the legitimacy of writing
would come up. It is challenging for academics to question their student’s integrity simply based on a ‘hunch’.
To circumvent such uncomfortable situations, a post-assessment feedback and reflection was developed.

In a postgraduate marketing class, one of the main items of assessment is to create a marketing plan. This
marketing plan is around 2,000 words in length and must be submitted via ‘Turnitin’ on their Moodle page.
Turnitin does a wonderful job of detecting copied text, but one of its limitations is the ability to find purchased
papers that is contract cheating.

A simple way of detecting any potential contract cheating is ask students, after the assessment has been
submitted, to complete a post-assessment feedback and reflection in real-time during class (du Rocher, 2020).
The reflection is not marked, rather provides teachers with a quick and easy way to verify if the student has done
the work themselves. Some examples of the type of questions include:

What was the name of the organisation you selected for the marketing plan?
What were some of the things you admired about this organisation?

What did you find most difficult about this assessment?

What did you enjoy most about this assessment?
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For the students who wrote the assessment themselves, teachers received valuable insights to their assessment
task. For those students who did not write the report themselves, the answers would clearly indicate the lack of
understanding of the assessment task and could be used as support in discussing contract cheating allegations
with the student.

Discussion

First year students can be overwhelmed in the beginning of their studies (Nelson, Creagh, Kift, & Clarke, 2014).
Many are starting their postgraduate journeys in a different culture or have been out of academia for some time.
By taking the time early in the subject to spend one-on-one time with students in a workshop situation,
empowers students to higher achievement through a greater understanding of expectations of not only the
subject itself, but the overall course.

Whilst formal results have not been gathered yet, there is a clear reduction in suspected cheating using these
methods semester upon semester. The feedback from students after the first workshop is positive and students
are thankful for the seminar. This method also works well in an online setting and can be done virtually using
the same techniques.

Using the post-assessment evaluation form, students who contract cheated were able to be (mostly) identified if
they were unable to answer the post-assessment reflection questions effectively. As an example, students who
cheated could not answer simple questions such as “who the organisation selected was?”. This creates further
deterrence to cheat in the future. Although this method does not guarantee every student who contract cheats is
caught, it has been successful in many cases. Additionally, this approach encourages ethical behaviour by
increasing awareness about acceptable standards. If the students anticipate the post assessment feedback, they
may read the assessment they purchased. However, if this is the case then the student is likely to have learned at
least some aspect of the material and this could be another positive taken from the exercise. An evaluative
exercise is planned to these initiatives to see to what extent this has impacted student’s attitudes towards
academic integrity.

Conclusion

By engaging students early on in the subject, about ethical behaviour and formal academic writing whilst
relating it to the subject matter and tasks, students feel empowered in the subject and are more prepared for their
assessments. Understanding the consequences of unethical behaviours early in the subject can be a distractor for
students to cheat. Additionally, using a post-assessment evaluation not only gives an instructor critical
information regarding the design of the assessment task, but also provides an easier way to detect contract
cheating.
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