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10.
The Learner Who Cheated

What follows is a disturbing and bizarre story told to me by an ac-
quaintance who gave me his consent to include it  here. Even though 
I  can’t verify the truthfulness of it, and  can’t be certain of the degree 
to which it is exaggerated or not, I have heard this story multiple 
times and the details of it are always consistent. Assuming that the 
story is truthful, my own impression is that this is a rare story. Re-
gardless of its rarity, it is inexcusable. Nonetheless, I am sharing it 
 here  because it revealed to me pos si ble ways in which a student in a 
face- to- face program which includes online components might cheat 
in a way that I had never dreamed of before. Unlike the rest of the 
stories in this book that focus on online students, this story centers 
around a student in face- to- face programs that included online com-
ponents. I chose to include it  because it highlights issues around ac-
ademic dishonesty, as well as issues around the blurring of lines 
 between in- person and online education.

•••
A few years ago, on a warm spring day, I was having coffee with 
an acquaintance. James was having financial trou bles, and I 
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recommended he return to his private tutoring days, a prac-
tice that I knew had generated sufficient income for him in the 
past. “Working with one student would be helpful,” he quipped. 
“What I need is a student that needs a lot of help, a student 
like Adrian.” James then told me he had tutored Adrian through 
finance- related undergraduate and gradu ate degrees at two 
prestigious universities abroad. More specifically, James 
shared that he started off trying to tutor Adrian and maybe 
even started  doing assignments for her as helpful examples. 
Eventually, he ended up  doing the assignments. He sounded 
apol o getic and frustrated. I was bewildered.

Adrian was interested in finance and in many ways was stu-
dious: she never missed class, studied day in and day out, and 
spent countless hours at the library. According to James, how-
ever, who incidentally is not an expert on  these  matters, Adrian 
had a learning disability and that meant she could never fully 
comprehend the language and topic of instruction. Regardless, 
a degree seemed like a necessity for someone who, upon grad-
uation, was  going to take on a job at the  family’s successful 
business.

Adrian’s trou bles should have been diagnosed by her insti-
tutions and instructors early on, perhaps as early as orienta-
tion week, but they seemingly never  were. Instead, James 
helped her complete years of university courses without her 
truly engaging in critical or original examination of finance 
herself. James described in some detail the strategies they 
employed to avoid detection. Though her degree was face- to- 
face, all her courses included online components. Some of 
 those courses included discussion forums on which he never 
once posted on her behalf, even though he emailed her replies 
to post on  those forums. He would read lecture notes and use 
her digital credentials to access library resources. He would 
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request books to be delivered to her, ask her to scan and 
email him parts of  those books, write essays for her, and even 
conduct checks on his own work by submitting essays to pla-
giarism detection software prior to submission for grading. 
 There  were even times when he would help her compose 
emails. This operation— unethical as it was— was extensive, 
and according to James, the security checks conducted by her 
instructors  were in effec tive: Since James was completing  every 
assignment,  there was no inconsistency in the work. Though 
fraudulent, the work was consistent.

“So, you need another student that needs your help in 
cheating?” I asked in astonishment.

“No,” James said emphatically, “I need students who need 
long- term tutoring— not just for an hour  here and  there—to 
make enough money. The cheating? It’s depressing.” It became 
clear to me that James had ethical qualms about this.

•••
Academic dishonesty— including intentional and uninten-
tional plagiarism, cheating, and unacknowledged collusion—
is a growing concern among faculty and administrators, both 
in online and face- to- face contexts, as it appears that more and 
more students are engaging in such be hav ior. In a systematic 
analy sis of data on student cheating since 1978, Newton (2018) 
found truth to the claim that cheating is on the rise. As Fusch, 
Ness, Booker, and Fusch (2017) point out, academic dishon-
esty is an “act of deception that inflicts moral harm on all 
parties by damaging the reputation of self and  others, insult-
ing  others’ intelligence, and harming the integrity of all” (55). 
As “operation varsity blues”— the 2019 college admissions 
bribery scandal in the United States— unambiguously revealed, 
the harms of dishonesty impact us all extensively: students, 
parents, institutional actors, and society more broadly. It’s 
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a societal prob lem for instance, for learners who cheat may 
not have the  actual skills represented by their credentials. 
To address threats to academic integrity, it is impor tant to 
understand the ways in which students are participating in 
 these dishonest practices, why they choose to cheat, and what 
institutions can do to deter such be hav ior.

Many faculty members, administrators, students, business-
people, and members of the public have the perception that 
cheating happens more in online courses than in face- to- face 
settings, based largely on the assumption that students who 
study alone without the checks and balances provided by an 
instructor may be more prone to cheating. The research evi-
dence on this point is mixed and inconclusive but does show 
that academic dishonesty occurs in both online and face- to- 
face spaces (Black, Greaser, and Dawson 2008; Watson and 
Sottile 2010). Some studies have found that cheating is more 
prevalent in online courses (e.g., Lanier 2006), while  others 
discovered that students in face- to- face courses cheated more 
than  those in online courses (e.g., Peled, Eshet, Barczyk, and 
Grinautski 2019), and yet  others found no significant difer-
ences in cheating between students enrolled in online and 
face- to- face programs (Ison 2014). As Adrian’s story reveals, 
cheating may take place digitally even if a student is in a face- 
to- face context. As all courses nowadays are online to some 
degree (from students’ use of digital technologies to retrieve 
resources to instructors’ use of it to support teaching), it is in-
creasingly difficult to draw demarcating lines between online 
and face- to- face courses and develop ways to combat cheating 
that solely happens in one context. The significant question 
becomes not  whether students engage in more misconduct in 
one course mode than another but why they engage in miscon-
duct at all and what we can do about it.
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Some argue that students cheat in response to systemic 
prob lems facing higher education. In 2010, the Chronicle of 
Higher Education published an essay titled “The Shadow 
Scholar” in which a pseudonymous writer (who, a few years 
 later, identified himself as Dave Tomar [Barrett 2012; McGee 
2013]) detailed his practice of writing student papers through 
a custom- essay com pany (Dante 2010). For almost a de cade, 
Tomar admitted in his essay, he had written hundreds of aca-
demic papers, including  theses and dissertations, for students 
in business and nursing courses as well as for school principals 
and seminary students. He also reported completing online 
courses for clients using their login credentials. Tomar, citing 
his disillusionment with the institution of postsecondary 
 education to justify his activities, claimed that cheating was 
“utterly consistent with every thing  else about college,” with 
universities’ focus on economic growth at the expense of 
the student, on grading above learning, and on institutional 
prestige above providing assistance and support to students 
who needed it most. Tomar, in other words, saw cheating as 
evidence of the system’s own failures. For instance, he blamed 
universities for not adequately supporting the English- as- a- 
second- language students who hired him, arguing that uni-
versities had left it up to  these students to master the language 
immediately or sufer the consequences. Thus, he placed the 
blame for such cheating not on himself or the students who 
sought his ser vices, but on the institutions’ focus on sum-
mative evaluation over au then tic education. His rationale is 
 consistent with the language that many contract cheating com-
panies use to sell their ser vices, which, Wendy- Sutherland 
(as cited in Schaffhauser 2018, para. 2) describes as follows, 
“We know the university  hasn’t got time to  really help you. We 
know that  you’re struggling with timelines.  We’re  here to help 
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you with writing.  We’re available 24/7, which your university 
professors are not.”

The research lit er a ture, however, identifies many  factors 
that are linked to the practice of cheating, only some of 
which are institutional.  These  factors include pressures to 
succeed; the nature of certain assessment practices that re-
quire information regurgitation and inauthentic application 
of knowledge; individual students’ morals, cultural back-
ground, and time constraints; a lack of significant conse-
quences for dishonesty; and students’ lack of understanding 
of what actually constitutes cheating be hav ior. In a study of 
cheating among business students, for instance, Simkin and 
McLeod (2010) found that academic dishonesty was driven 
by students’ desire to succeed: “if ‘winning is every thing,’ 
then cheating simply becomes a tool to use in pursuit of this 
higher goal” (443). Batane (2010), in contrast, found that 
students used cheating primarily as a way to save time; as 
one student stated, “We have many other assignments that 
we have to do, so getting material from the internet saves 
you a lot of time to do other  things” (7). McGee (2013) noted 
that institutional policies condemning academic dishonesty 
are inadequate and insufficient, as prob lems with cheat-
ing occur at the course level, where they may not always be 
enforced.

Other researchers have identified a number of strategies 
that institutions and instructors can employ to identify or de-
ter dishonest be hav ior. Many institutions use a variety of tech-
nologies to identify and curtail academic dishonesty, ranging 
from plagiarism detection software to online proctoring. 
 Others adopt honor codes, although Corrigan- Gibbs, Gupta, 
Northcutt, Cutrell, and Theis (2015) discovered that general 
honor codes  were not as efective as providing a pre- task 
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warning of the consequences of cheating. To deter cheating 
at the course level, McGee (2013) proposed a variety of peda-
gogical strategies that instructors could use to prompt self- 
awareness and reflection among students, including alterna-
tive assessments to reduce their inclination or ability to cheat, 
such as random quizzes, open- book tests, allowing multiple 
attempts with the highest score used, and more open- ended 
assessments, while admitting that such assessments are un-
likely to deter students determined to cheat.

If, however, we accept this book’s founding premise that we 
should be listening more to students and exhibiting more care 
and concern about their experiences and realities, perhaps we 
should also question some of the solutions proposed to tackle 
cheating, as well as said solutions’ under lying assumptions. 
More specifically, we should interrogate the assumption be-
hind plagiarism detection and online proctoring software and, 
by extension, the institutional policies that support them, which 
is that students are cheating. The technological tools imple-
mented to identify and track cheating rely on monitoring, sur-
veillance, and control, practices that are antithetical to the ide-
als of progressive education, practices which are potentially 
insidious and erode trust. As Morris and Stommel (2017) argue, 
perhaps faculty and administrators should be more critical of 
 these technologies and more trusting of students while crafting 
activities and assignments that ask students to engage authen-
tically, personally, and deeply with the work. Their position is 
that rethinking assessment practices  will largely address this 
prob lem. Ultimately, it is paradoxical to seek developing trust-
ing relationships with our students while asking them, requir-
ing them even, to submit to technologies developed to watch 
over them.

•••
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• Academic dishonesty is a growing concern.
• Academic dishonesty perpetuates many harms to indi-

vidual learners, peers, institutions, and society writ large.
•  Factors linked to dishonesty include pressures to succeed, 

assessment practices, individual students’ backgrounds, 
and so on.

• Some of the solutions and policies aimed at identifying 
cheating rely on pedagogies of surveillance and control 
and may erode trust between faculty and students.
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