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intro- investigator, leader of investigators. 

I spent all of last week in Ireland sharing knowledge with more than 30 HEIs on the detection of contract cheating. 

Define contract cheating
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Contract cheating is arguably the most severe current integrity concern in higher education, although it may not be the most prominent, with Artificial Intelligence  emerging currently. 


However, what my experience has shown me is that when students cheat this isn't the result of some sort of moral collapse. To the contrary, student who contract cheat are most often either uninterested learning, or incapable of learning at the standards we require. It is their drive to pass modules and receive a degree that pushes them to contract cheat, as a means to an end, rather than learning as a means. It is our system of assessment which allows them to progress regardless. Fundamentally, I believe that cheating is a result of a design flaw, but not one made at the modular level. I believe it is a systemic flaw in many institutions. 



S Y D N E Y  M O R N I N G  H E R A L D ,  13 / 8 / 2 0 19  
A N D  5 / 5 / 2 0 2 0

Presenter Notes
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To give you a sense of scale, as soon as our minds turned to detecting contract cheating, the fallacy that it is rare was quickly exposed.  Research from Australia indicates that 10% of students are engaged in contract cheating, and there's no reason to believe that Ireland or the UK are different, given the commonalities between us- educated, wealthy societies, attractive to students from around the world, english speaking. in other words, what I am saying that serious misconduct (and plagiarism does not generally fall into this category) is not "rare" as is commonly believed, but is disturbingly common- all the more so since covid.

Since that work was conducted, we have continued to develop our techniques, but there has been a notable absence of action across the sector, at least until recently. 
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What detecting contract cheating, at sizeable scale, has indicated to to me is that we rely on certain assumptions in higher education. 

One of these is that all of our students are engaged with education purely to learn. 

My experience of many students, and not only those who engage in academic misconduct, is that assumption may well be erroneous. 

That is an observation, not a criticism, as such. Young learners are trained to aim for marks well before they arrive at our gates, during their secondary schooling and even earlier. 

And when they enter university, we do not transform that thinking. We further reinforce it when we discuss assessment in the first weeks of a module, because even the teacher's mind is somewhat focused on assessment as the demonstrable output of the module, rather than demonstrated learning. 



Ma rks  a s  a n  a n a logu e
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Another of the assumptions in much of higher education is that marks are analogous to learning. We award marks, and link these explicitly to learning outcomes

It is an assumption we should explore. 

When a student "successfully" contracts out an assessment to a 3rd party and we fail to detect it, for example, the submission is graded and presuming the student passes  the module,  we naturally assume that the student achieved the learning outcomes for that module. Of course, in this scenario, it is probably more accurate to say that little to  nothing was learned at all.   

Similarly, when students are able to collude during an online exam, our estimation of the learning achieved is misguided, and we are unaware of it. 
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However, even the finest students we have may be more focused on what comes after university, than what happens while they are they. 

They may see university as a ticket to the career in front of them, and they may be placing a much higher importance on marks than we perceive, and a less explicit importance on learning as a good in and of itself. 
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I'll give you a real life example:

The concept of WAM booster (Weighted Average mark) (like a GPA) tells us that even students who are most likely to complete the assigned assessments individually, choose modules according to their belief that the module will benefit their average, and not necessarily out of any interest in the module itself. 

It strikes me that designing and delivering modules in programs with the assumption that learning is the primary goal of all students is a flawed assumption.  Indeed, for those students engaged in serious misconduct, they may actually incapable of learning at the standards we expect, but how far does this disinterest in learning extend? 
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Another example is how many assessments functioned during covid. 

Most institutions "pivoted" early in covid, transferring their assessment online with little further development, (understandably). 

However, the changes wrought by covid are unlikely to disappear. learning and teaching are likely to continue to be mediated to a significant degree by the internet. And so, it strikes me that we need to deal with that reality. Again, from my perspective witnessing the pointy end of misconduct,  I do not believe we will successfully reverse our way into the future to fix these problems. If we do we will pour resources into an arms race with our own students, and cheating service providers who prey upon them. Which is not to say we should not be acting- we should. But we must act in concert to address these issues, and not react over and over to emerging issues. 
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In fact, I would argue that through decades we have engaged in a trial and error process to shape assessment around modules, adapting to technology, but each module heading in its own direction according to the taste of those responsible for the module. 

However, on a program level it seems to me that we have built the assessment of programs on an unsound base. Although many academics teach and assess with a close eye on the future, institutionally we have a tendency to revert to tradition.  And so we have built a house called "Assessment", with various forms of assessment added on like new wings and coats of paint, but still reliant on the rickety base. As integrity issues grow in severity, our "house" is, from my vantage point, concerningly unstable. As I say, our experience of Covid stripped us of many of the certainties upon which our assessment, and particularly the integrity of our assessment, relied. 
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As I said earlier, we break our programs into modules, and within those modules we break the assessment down into chunks.  At this point I think it's worth asking the question, is assessment getting in the way of learning?  Are the mechanics of assessment, and marks and grades actually getting in the way of students learning? I'll repeat, I am of the view that many students, one might say especially high performing students, come to us pre-programmed to aim for marks, and learning is  in many ways a bi-product, rather than the primary product of their education. And we have enabled this through own assessment structures and processes.  
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Commonly, the response to these concerns is "Assessment design", as if we can design out imperfections  in our system. However, that approach has led to the "rickety house". So it strikes me that continually patching the house and making small, disconnected changes to assessment is a doomed effort. We need to start thinking about programs not a a series of chunks, but as an integrated whole, one that meets learning requirements, assessment requirements, regulatory requirements-- and integrity requirements. And I can hear many of you thinking, "but Kane, the task is too large, it will be years of work!." Believe me, I understand. But unless we can start thinking and acting bravely to secure the future of our programs, I am of the view that further instabilities will emerge, and the choices will no longer be in our hands. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And so, I put it to you that given these various known issues with out current arrangements (to which I would also add cost!), it is an imperative that senior leaders in higher education act bravely. We need to think seriously about whether the module structure is still fit for purpose, and if not- move toward integrated programs. We need to show students the importance of these linkages, and turn their focus on marks and grades back toward the learning process. In the first instance I would suggest the following- Don't give any marks or grades in 1st year. Give only feedback on formative "assessment." By doing this   we change the game. We change student' mindsets, we  reduce misconduct (I would argue) to zero, and we reduce our costs, both in financial terms, and in staff terms. 
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While I typically keep my opinions on the act and method of teaching or assessment to myself, I can see that at a high level our approaches to assessment security in the current age are also flawed. Virtually all forms on assessment that are not in person can be cheated, contracted, or otherwise perverted. Research supports this, and experience handling serious misconduct cases also supports this.  However, if we were to take the (perhaps radical) steps I just described, we can achieve a better balance between learning, assessment security, costs, and other factors which we do not currently account for fully. For example, while I'm not a proponent of exams myself, with such an emphasis on formative learning through large parts of a student's degree, a formal sit-down exam (perhaps with other forms of secure assessment) can ensure the integrity of our degrees, while also supporting the deep learning which we hope each student receives. We will have achieved a better balance between the various forces being applied to us. 
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We use integrity as a catch all, one that only reflects on "bad students." But as a former colleague of mine once said, cheating is not the thing that bad kids do at uni. Cheating is the bad thing that kids do at uni. And we have contributed to the prevalence of that bad thing

As I say, we need to be aiming for a better balance, fully accounting for all the factors in education, and not just those we can easily measure. And in undertaking tht accounting, we can move toward a place where we can be more assured, and our stakeholders (professional bodies, regulators,  the public, and most importantly students!) can be more assured of the integrity of higher education as a whole. Thankyou. 
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