RESOLVING

ALLEGATIONS

OF ACADEMIC DISHONESTY
Is There a Role for Students to Play?

Evidence suggests that when students are asked to take responsibility for

upholding academic integrity on their campus, they rise to the challenge.

HE TOPIC of academic integrity among college stu-
dents has received considerable attention in the last
decade. One of several emerging themes is the value of
increased student involvement in developing, disseminating, and
implementing campus policies and procedures designed to
address issues of student cheating. In a discussion in Change
magazine about the increasing prevalence of modified honor
codes as a strategy to address issues of academic dishonesty,

Donald McCabe and Gary Pavela suggest that “significant
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A recent survey suggests students on many campuses
have not been given a meaningful voice in academic
integrity policies. We believe this is an issue that

demands attention.

student involvement in designing and enforcing cam-
puswide academic integrity policies, and in educating
other students about the importance of academic
integrity,” is perhaps the most important element of
such codes (p. 35).Yet a recent survey suggests students
on many campuses have not been given a meaningful
voice in academic integrity policies. We believe this is
an issue that demands attention.

THE VALUE OF STUDENT INVOLVEMENT

N HIS BOOK Achieving Academic Excellence, Alexan-
der Astin suggests that the effectiveness of any educa-
tional policy is “directly related to the capacity of that
policy ... to increase student involvement” (p. 136). If
Astin is correct, academic integrity policies that are
developed, implemented, and enforced by campus
administrators or faculty without significant student
involvement may help explain the high levels of student
dishonesty heralded by the media.
In his review of changing “student behavioral rules
and the passing of the in loco parentis model” (p. xiii),
David Hoekema also speaks to the importance of stu-
dent involvement in the development and implementa-
tion of campus conduct policies. Indeed, he forcefully
concludes students “will no longer heed a code of con-
duct handed out like the pronouncements of a distant
parent. They insist that their views, their modes of life,
and their rights to privacy and self-determination be
respected” (p. 64). Hoekema argues that placing “a large
measure of responsibility on students for self-regulation
is likely to bring about a higher level of compliance and
cooperation than would otherwise be obtained. High
expectations are often self-fulfilling, as is evident in the
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relative success of student-controlled honor-code systems
in limiting academic dishonesty” (p. 143).

Michael Dannells provides additional support for
these arguments. In summarizing his review of the lit-
erature on academic dishonesty, Dannells echoes the
theme that “students and faculty must be engaged in
policy formulation and the adjudication of academic
misconduct” (p. 41). Although he argues that student
involvement is critical, Dannells notes there has been a
decline in such involvement in formulating codes of’
conduct in recent years. It is not surprising then that
Dannells finds “the central theme of [his] recommen-
dations” (p. 94) in the Carnegie Foundation’s report on
campus life, which comments on “the need to integrate
the academic and nonacademic worlds of students
through a broad-based, unified approach to student dis-
cipline that demonstrates and reinforces the importance
and integrity of institutional values” (p. 94). The report
asserts that “the approach must be unified through the
collaborative efforts of faculty, administrative staft, and
students as they seek to ascertain just what those institu-
tional values are, and how they can best be articulated
and enforced for the good of the institution, and for the
growth of the individual student” (p. 37, emphasis
added).

ACADEMIC DISHONESTY AND
HoONOR CODES

CADEMIC HONOR CODES typically mandate

a significant student role in the development of
campus policies concerning academic integrity and in
the adjudication of allegations of cheating. Thus the
arguments of Astin, Hoekema, and Dannells suggest that
campuses with honor codes are likely to experience
lower levels of academic dishonesty.

Donald McCabe and Linda Trevino found strong
empirical support for this view that the level of self-
reported academic dishonesty on campuses with tradi-
tional academic honor codes was significantly lower
than that of campuses with no honor code. These tradi-
tional codes usually give primary responsibility for the
reporting and adjudication of cheating allegations to stu-
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dents and often rely on unproctored tests and examina-
tions. The lowest levels of cheating were found on cam-
puses where students had exclusive responsibility for the
campus honor code.

McCabe, Trevino, and Kenneth Butterfield observed
similar results in a study of over two thousand students
on twenty-one campuses that were surveyed in the
1999-2000 academic year. Interestingly, four campuses
in this study (three public and one private) used what
have been described as modified honor codes. As
McCabe and Pavela suggest in Change, although a mod-
ified honor code “lacks such traditional elements as
unproctored exams and a non-toleration clause, it man-
dates a major student role in the judicial system” (p. 34).
Such codes also encourage “significant student involve-
ment in promoting academic integrity” (p. 34). As our
earlier discussion of student involvement suggests, we
would expect this greater student role to be associated
with lower levels of academic dishonesty, and this was
indeed the case. For example, although 45 percent of the
survey respondents on campuses with no honor code
admitted to one or more incidents of serious test or
examination cheating, only 29 percent did so on the
campuses with a modified code, and 25 percent did so
on the campuses with a traditional academic honor code.

Thus greater student involvement and participation
do indeed seem to encourage students to accept greater
responsibility for their behavior and appear to be asso-
ciated with lower levels of self-reported cheating. Such
findings led McCabe and Pavela to conclude, “What
students need is creative and courageous leadership,
grounded in the belief that students—with proper guid-
ance—should play a vital role in designing and enforc-
ing standards of academic integrity” (p. 38).

Unfortunately, data we recently collected from chief
student affairs officers at 190 state universities suggest
this ideal is far from the reality. These data were gener-
ated in a survey mailed to the chief student affairs offi-
cer at 421 state universities in the summer of 1999.The
undergraduate enrollment at responding institutions
ranged from 916 to 35,486, with a mean enrollment of
6,971 students. Sixty-one schools were located in thir-
teen southern states, 46 were located in thirteen mid-
western states, 45 were located in eight northeastern

states, and 38 were located in twelve western states. (No
responses were received from four small states in the
Northeast.) A number of schools returned surveys with
missing data, and, where possible, their responses were
supplemented with information from the schools’ writ-
ten policies or Web sites. These combined approaches
yielded data on the role of students in the judicial
process on 130 of the 190 responding campuses (68
percent).

STUDENT INVOLVEMENT IN RESOLVING
ALLEGATIONS OF
AcCADEMIC DISHONESTY

LTHOUGH not present on all campuses, hearing

boards responsible for resolving allegations of aca-
demic dishonesty form one of the primary vehicles
through which students become involved in the judicial
process. The role students play on these boards is criti-
cal because it is typically the first, and often the only,
role that gives students real authority in the process.

Perhaps the most telling summary statistic about
the student role on these boards is that, of the 130 cam-
puses for which we were able to generate data on the
composition of hearing boards, only 16 campuses (12
percent) give students enough votes to render a find-
ing of responsibility or innocence without support
from at least one faculty member or administrator on
the board. In contrast, faculty or administrators on the
hearing board may find a student responsible or inno-
cent of an allegation of academic dishonesty without
any student support on at least 76 of these 130 cam-
puses (58 percent). At the remaining 38 schools, some
combination of student and faculty or administrator
votes seems to be required for a finding of responsibil-
ity. Of course, we lack data on board composition at
some schools because they do not use hearing boards.
Students apparently have no role in the judicial process
on these campuses.

The strong role of faculty and administrators in
the judicial process is also reflected in data about who
may serve as chair of the judicial hearing board. In our
sample a faculty member serves as chair on 47 percent
of the campuses surveyed, an administrator does so on

The lowest levels of cheating were found on
campuses where students had exclusive responsi]oility
for the campus honor code.
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In light of the growing evidence that higher levels of
student involvement in campus activities are associated
with positive outcomes, it is difficult to understand why
more campuses have not expandecl the role of students

in their judicial process.

27 percent, and a student occupies this role on only 10
percent. On the remaining campuses (16 percent), the
chair is either elected or appointed and apparently can be
a student, although it is not clear whether this happens
very often.

The dominant role of faculty in addressing allega-
tions of student academic dishonesty may be even
greater than these data suggest. When asked how faculty
members are expected to address incidents of suspected
student cheating in their courses, the majority of cam-
puses responding to this question (58 percent) indicated
that faculty members are either encouraged or allowed
to deal directly with such allegations. Another 18 per-
cent indicated that their policy makes no statement
about faculty reporting of such incidents. Anecdotal evi-
dence obtained in previous student surveys of academic
dishonesty suggests that on at least some occasions stu-
dents feel faculty abuse this privilege. For example, some
faculty members will apparently “negotiate” a resolution
with a student by explaining that the dean or hearing
board is likely to administer a much harsher penalty.
Even an innocent student often will decide not to risk
a possible finding of guilt in such circumstances. Fur-
thermore, such a faculty-brokered penalty essentially
eliminates a student’s right of appeal. Because few cam-
puses that allow direct faculty resolution require faculty
members to report such incidents, it is not clear what
level of abuse, if any, may be occurring.

Clearly, students on the majority of campuses
responding to our survey play a relatively minor role in
the judicial process. Indeed, our data suggest that stu-
dents play a relatively minor role even on campuses that
use hearing boards. On these campuses students can be
found responsible for academic dishonesty even if their
peers on the hearing board unanimously agree that an
accused student is innocent (that is, faculty or adminis-
trator votes alone are sufficient for conviction). Students
on only 12 percent of these campuses have the ability
to render a decision without some faculty or adminis-
trator support. In addition, on many campuses hearing

20

boards apparently play no role in resolving allegations of
academic dishonesty, and students seem to have no voice
at all in the judicial process.

In light of the growing evidence that higher levels
of student involvement in campus activities are associ-
ated with positive outcomes, it is difficult to understand
why more campuses have not expanded the role of stu-
dents in their judicial process. The success of traditional
academic honor codes, in which students are given sig-
nificant levels of responsibility, suggests properly moti-
vated and trained students take this role very seriously.
McCabe and Trevino argue that an attitude of “we”
(students) versus “they” (faculty and administration)
develops on many campuses, and whatever “we” can get
away with is acceptable. Compare this with what
McCabe, Trevino, and Butterfield have demonstrated
about students on campuses with honor codes, who
generally feel a greater responsibility for academic
integrity than their peers at institutions without such
codes. As a result, for students on campuses with honor
codes there often is no “they” with regard to academic
integrity, which is a community responsibility shared
by all.

We believe that the level of responsibility for aca-
demic integrity placed on students on campuses with
honor codes and their strong and active involvement
in the judicial process largely explain this positive atti-
tude toward academic integrity. Although it is possible
to achieve such an attitude on a campus that does not
have an honor code, it is significantly more difficult
and does not appear to happen very often. As demon-
strated by McCabe and Pavela, it appears that at least
some of the positive outcomes achieved on campuses
with honor codes can also be achieved through a
modified honor code. The higher level of student
involvement associated with most modified honor
codes may well be a primary factor. Astin’s thesis that
the effectiveness of any campus policy is related to the
degree to which it encourages students to become
actively engaged in that policy also argues in favor of
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adopting academic integrity policies that call for
greater student involvement and responsibility.

On the basis of these findings, one might argue that
every campus should develop a student-run honor code,
but we would stop short of such a recommendation,
because few campuses are ready to adopt such codes.
Most traditional honor codes rest on long-standing
campus traditions that have developed over decades
(over more than a century in many cases) and have
become an integral part of the campus culture. Such tra-
ditions will not be duplicated easily or quickly on other
campuses.

Thus the answer for most campuses may be move-
ment toward a modified honor code, with a minimum
objective of increasing the level of student involvement
and participation to help establish a sense of student
ownership of, and responsibility for, academic integrity.
Readers who are interested in a discussion of modified
honor codes should see the article in Change by
McCabe and Pavela. In the context of this article, we
would argue that it is essential that campuses review the
role students play in their current academic integrity
policies and consider expanding that role. A reasonable
initial goal might be creating a process in which a hear-
ing board cannot find a student responsible for a viola-
tion of the campus’s academic integrity policy by faculty
or administrative vote alone. The most typical size of the
hearing boards in our sample was five members. We
would recommend that students have three votes on a
five-member board if a simple majority is all that is
required for a finding of responsibility. This would give
students real control of the process yet would also allow
for faculty or administrator presence on the board,
which is of value in promoting full, shared community
responsibility for academic integrity. The exact details,
however, are less important than the principle of shar-
ing more control and responsibility with students.

Although we respect the role of all-student honor
boards on campuses with long-standing honor code tra-
ditions, we would argue that for most campuses, boards
composed solely of students or faculty have inherent
limits that often can be overcome only by including the
other party. A board consisting entirely of students will
always lack the experience and broad knowledge of
precedent that faculty members can provide, because the
maximum student tenure on boards is generally four
years. Boards composed entirely of faculty members or
administrators do not possess the student perspective
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required to discuss adequately issues in which student
interpretation plays a critical role—for example, stu-
dents’ perception of what was meant or implied by an
ambiguous definition of “authorized aid” on a profes-
sor’s syllabus. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the out-
come of a hearing is seldom decided by a vote in which
all students and all professors assume opposite sides of
the argument. Consequently, the tremendous advantage
of a mixed board lies in the ability of both students and
faculty to vocalize arguments that are unique to their
perspective. The influence of students or faculty mem-
bers extends beyond the number of votes they cast and
includes the sway their arguments can have on the other
members of the board, even if their opinion represents
the minority.

We agree with Dannells that any approach to student
discipline must involve a collaboration among faculty,
administrative staft, and students. Although we feel the
evidence for the efficacy of such efforts is compelling,
clearly it is not the reality on many, and perhaps most,
campuses around the country. All campus constituencies
ultimately need to be involved in any movement to
change this reality, but certainly one could argue that
senior administrators and student affairs executives have
an obligation to initiate or catalyze this process on their
campuses.
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