
Contract Cheating in 
Higher Education

Edited by
Sarah Elaine Eaton

Guy J. Curtis
Brenda M. Stoesz

Joseph Clare
Kiata Rundle
Josh Seeland

Global Perspectives on 
Theory, Practice, and Policy



“Contract cheating represents a looming disaster for post-secondary education, 
and this collection provides coverage of basic concepts, advanced theory, and prac-
tical solutions that are suitable for teaching faculty, policymakers, and scholars 
alike. The editors and contributors represent the most sophisticated thinkers on 
this topic and a wide range of perspectives that will set the agenda for the study and 
prevention of contract cheating. This volume is an invaluable contribution to 
the field.”

—David Rettinger, President Emeritus, International Center  
for Academic Integrity, USA

“This is a timely book, global and multi-disciplinary in scope, that will serve to 
establish a coherent body of knowledge on the problem of contract cheating from 
some of the world’s leading academic integrity researchers. It should be added to 
the library collections of higher education providers worldwide.”

—Rowena Harper, Director, Centre for Learning and Teaching,  
Edith Cowan University, Australia

“Contract cheating is a virus infecting quality teaching and learning around the 
world, supported in part by unwitting educators and educational leaders who cre-
ate the conditions under which this virus thrives and spreads. This first edited book 
on contract cheating provides the life-saving vaccine as long as educators, educa-
tional leaders, quality assurance agencies, and world leaders choose to apply its 
lessons towards the goal of eradicating this virus and saving our global education 
system.”

—Tricia Bertram Gallant, Director, Office of Academic  
Integrity, UC San Diego, USA

“This book is both timely and invaluable. It addresses the growing challenge of 
contract cheating to the standards and the reputation of higher education from a 
rich diversity of perspectives. It is sometimes difficult to see beyond the boundaries 
of the University when addressing these issues, but through the expertise of these 
authors, we see how contract cheating is a global industry and equally how we all 
have agency in tackling it.”

—David Sadler, Chair, Universities Australia Academic  
Integrity Working Group
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In the time between this book being an idea and becoming a reality, we lost 
a giant in the field of academic integrity, contract cheating research, and 

advocacy—Professor Tracey Bretag. Tracey was a friend, mentor, and 
colleague whose work on contract cheating has been, and will remain, highly 

impactful, as can be seen by her name being peppered liberally among the 
citations in this book. Tracey is sadly missed, and we encourage people to get 
to know about her lasting influence on our field and our lives through the 

tributes to her published in the journal she founded: the International 
Journal for Educational Integrity (see Eaton et al., 2020).

It was really Tracey who brought the editorial team and authors of this book 
all together, however indirectly, through her constant commitment to 

building a global community for academic integrity. In her final book, A 
Research Agenda for Academic Integrity (Bretag, ed., 2020), she laid the 
groundwork for future research on academic integrity, including contract 
cheating. Her work continues to inspire many of us all over the world and 

this book is evidence of her enduring impact on the field.
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Contract cheating is an emerging hot topic in higher education generally 
and academic integrity specifically. Although the term contract cheating 
was first published in 2006, more than half of the academic journal articles 
on contract cheating have been published since just 2019 (Lancaster, 
2022). The International Center for Academic Integrity publishes a 
“Reader” of journal articles so that people new to the field of academic 
integrity can become familiar with key literature. In the first edition of the 
Reader in 2012, there were no papers on contract cheating. In the second 
edition of the Reader in 2022, nearly 30% of the papers listed are on con-
tract cheating (Rogerson et al., 2022). The 2016 Handbook of Academic 
Integrity contained three chapters on contract cheating. The forthcoming 
second edition of the Handbook has a dedicated section on contract cheat-
ing containing ten planned chapters. And, here, we have released the first 
ever book on contract cheating.

According to The Simpsons, there are three ways to do something: the 
right way, the wrong way, and the Homer Simpson way—which is the 
wrong way, only faster. We can now add a fourth way to this list, the way 
we produced this book—which is the right way, only slower.

This book started as two projects, with two teams of three editors, each 
team based on separate continents, with editors living in four cities. The 
book finished as one project with one team of six editors based on two 
continents, with editors living in five cities. Even though most of us have 
barely been allowed to travel in the past two years because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it has been quite a journey.

PReface
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The story of how this book came together starts with the Australian 
team (Kiata, Joe, and Guy). In mid-2019, Kiata presented research on 
“reasoning and individual differences underpinning contract cheating,” at 
the Higher Education Research and Development Society of Australasia’s 
annual conference. This presentation caught the eye of a publishing repre-
sentative from Palgrave who was aware of the increasing interest in con-
tract cheating as a topic and had noticed a lack of theory-based perspectives 
on it. The representative contacted Kiata, who was working on her PhD 
under the supervision of Joe and Guy, to ask whether she would like to 
consider proposing a book. As a PhD student, writing a whole book 
looked a little daunting, so Guy suggested an edited book, with separately 
authored chapters. This seemed like a more manageable idea, especially as 
Kiata, Guy, and Joe, had just co-written a chapter in another edited book 
and felt as though they knew how this was done. Leaving Kiata to focus 
on her PhD, Guy began slowly putting together a book proposal in the 
first half of 2020, which included contacting prospective chapter authors.

Half a world away in Canada, the team of Sarah, Brenda, and Josh were 
doing much the same thing. Separated by more than 1100 kilometres, the 
three of them correspond regularly via email about academic integrity and 
contract cheating. Sarah proposed that the three of them start working on 
an edited volume. The book idea started with a series of emails one day 
when Josh, as he was sitting in on a webinar offered by a commercial file- 
sharing company, backchanneling to Brenda and Sarah, who were unable 
to join the virtual event in real time (J. Seeland, personal communication, 
10 June 2020). The exchange ended with Sarah suggesting an edited 
book and the other two agreeing. Sarah’s original idea was that the book 
could be released in 2022, which would recognise the 50th anniversary of 
the first attempt to legislate against contract cheating in Canada (see 
Eaton, 2022), catalysing further action towards legislation that exists in 
countries such as Australia, New Zealand, and Ireland. Within a few weeks, 
they had a book proposal under development.

As Guy’s list of chapters and authors was coming together nicely, in 
August 2020 he received an email from Phill Dawson letting him know 
that Sarah was also working on a contract cheating book—Sarah had asked 
Phill to write a chapter, but Phill declined because he had already commit-
ted to write for the Australian team. Phill said that, as far as he knew, Sarah 
and her team had their book in the proposal stage, just like the book being 
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developed out of Australia. With this new information to hand, Guy 
emailed Sarah to discuss their separate projects.

Guy and Sarah managed to organise a meeting via a Zoom video call, 
which felt like a solid first achievement being 14 hours and an international- 
dateline apart. They discussed various ideas, with two main ones in mind: 
(1) pushing on with separate, potentially competing books with some 
overlap and differences in content, or (2) joining forces to make one book 
and make it the best it can be. You know which one we picked, and that’s 
the way we all became the Brady Bunch.

From this point on, progress on the book was steady and consistent. 
We got the hang of Zoom calls across anywhere between three and five 
time zones—depending on the seasons. We contacted authors who had 
agreed to write two chapters with the good news that they now only had 
to write one. The proposal took shape, and it got submitted, reviewed, 
revised, and approved. From there, the writing and editing commenced. 
What we have now, about three years since Palgrave first suggested that a 
book on contract cheating would be a good idea, is a book on contract 
cheating.

We began as an editorial team who had never met in person and knew 
one another only from reading each other’s published works. Even if we 
had wanted to meet up in person during the project, travel restrictions 
resulting from COVID-19 prevented that. So, we committed to the book 
and to each other and we got on realising our shared vision. At the conclu-
sion of the project, we still have yet to all meet face-to-face, but through 
regular synchronous virtual meetings, email, and asynchronous work, we 
have developed friendships that transcend geographical distance and a new 
appreciation for the need to address contract cheating at a global level.

Calgary, Canada Sarah Elaine Eaton
Perth, Australia  Guy J. Curtis
Winnipeg, Canada  Brenda M. Stoesz
Perth, Australia  Kiata Rundle
Murdoch, Australia  Joseph Clare
Brandon, Canada  Josh Seeland
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Although a six-person editorial team is rather a lot for one book, we, and 
the chapter authors, are not the only people who have contributed to it. 
We would like to thank the anonymous reviewers of our book proposal, 
who provided helpful feedback on the initially devised content and struc-
ture. We would also like to thank the helpful team from Palgrave, who 
were quick to answer our questions and were on-the-ball with reminders 
about our deadlines.
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CHAPTER 1

Contract Cheating: An Introduction 
to the Problem

Guy J. Curtis, Joseph Clare, Kiata Rundle, 
Sarah Elaine Eaton, Brenda M. Stoesz, and Josh Seeland

Contract cheating is the outsourcing of students’ assessment work in an 
educational context. We have a bit more to say about the definition of the 
term contract cheating later, but this will do for now. Although the term 
contract cheating is relatively recent, students outsourcing assessment work 
in higher education is not. For example, as a college student in the 1960s, 
the 45th President of the United States is reported to have outsourced 
both his exams and his homework. As his niece, Mary Trump, explains:
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Aware of the Wharton [Business] School’s reputation, Donald set his sights on 
the University of Pennsylvania. Unfortunately, even though [his sister] 
Maryanne had been doing his homework for him, she couldn’t take his tests, and 
Donald worried that his grade point average, which put him far from the top 
of his class, would scuttle his efforts to get accepted. To hedge his bets he enlisted 
Joe Shapiro, a smart kid with a reputation for being a good test taker, to take 
his SATs for him. That was much easier to pull off in the days before photo IDs 
and computerized records. (Trump, 2020, p. 72)

Outsourced cheating for payment has appeared in the storylines of 
recent popular television shows. For instance, in the series Sex Education, 
a school student character, Maeve, supports herself financially in the 
absence of her parents by charging other students to do their homework. 
This scheme ultimately leads to blackmail when the headmaster’s son, 
Adam, wins an essay prize for a piece that he had paid Maeve to write. 
Maeve threatens to reveal this fact and embarrass the headmaster in order 
to save herself from expulsion. In the crime drama Ozark, the precocious 
teenager Jonah Byrde runs a profitable “homework service”, which, in 
one episode, he uses to launder $5000 in drug money.

Back to reality, instances of contract cheating have been exposed widely 
in the media in recent years. A cheating service called EduBirdie paid hun-
dreds of highly followed YouTubers to promote their website (Bretag, 
2019). The New York Times reported the existence of a Facebook group 
of over 50,000 people who are paid to write students’ assignments 
(Stockman & Mureithi, 2019). Forbes magazine interviewed 52 students 
who use the services of a multi-billion-dollar “study help” company—48 
of these students (over 92%) used the site for cheating (Adams, 2021). In 
2021, the Tertiary Education and Quality and Standards Agency in 
Australia sent 34 universities over 2600 cases of suspected contract cheat-
ing that had been identified by researchers (Matchett, 2021).
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As the example of Donald Trump’s SAT exam impersonator illustrates, 
the problem of contract cheating is not limited to written assignments. 
Research indicates that all kinds of assessments are vulnerable to contract 
cheating (Bretag et al., 2019b). In fact, students who outsource exams are 
caught relatively less frequently than students who outsource written work 
(Harper et  al., 2021). Contract cheating services can provide students 
with answers to tests or dissertation proposals, pre-prepared presentations 
and speeches, or mathematics and statistics calculations, computer code, 
multiple-choice test completion, and annotated bibliographies—just to 
name a few of the options for sale in the market (Rowland et al., 2018). 
Intuitive wisdom among higher education teachers is that authentic assess-
ments (those which more resemble real life and specific local knowledge) 
should be hard to outsource, yet contract cheating providers readily pro-
vide ghostwritten responses to authentic assessments (Ellis et al., 2020). 
Even an oral defense of submitted written work, often called a viva, can be 
outsourced (Bretag et al., 2019b).

But, just because contract cheating is happening, why should those 
who work in educational contexts care? Is contract cheating just a pecca-
dillo that peeves persnickety pedants or is it catastrophic clandestine crimi-
nality? Alliteration aside, for our part, we think it is acutely serious. When 
a student engages in contract cheating their education assessment work is 
substantially, if not wholly, completed by another person. If the outsourced 
assessment is not detected as being outsourced, the student receives aca-
demic credit toward their qualification that may not reflect their own 
knowledge, skills, and abilities. Moreover, outsourced work means that 
the student did not engage in the study and the learning that the assess-
ment task was designed to promote. The gravity of this situation is best 
illustrated with a literal concrete example involving gravity. Imagine an 
engineering student who pays another person to complete their major 
assignments on how to design sturdy and resilient physical structures. This 
student is awarded their degree, obtains a job in construction engineering, 
and designs a bridge that will not bear the weight of the traffic that passes 
over it. The bridge turns to rubble shortly after construction with some 
drivers plunging to their deaths while others are crushed in their cars below.

Aside from raising serious questions about the integrity of credentials in 
higher education, contract cheating poses a diabolical problem for higher 
education institutions and markers to detect outsourced student assess-
ments. Worldwide, higher education has become increasingly “massified” 
in the past three decades (Bretag et al., 2019a). Massification means that 
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higher education is delivered to many more students than in the past, 
without resources increasing at the same rate as student numbers. This 
mismatch between student numbers and resources has led to larger classes 
and less personalized relationships between teachers and students. In an 
early twentieth-century model of higher education, where a single aca-
demic staff member tutored a handful of students, it may have been rela-
tively easy for the educator to recognize assessment work that was different 
from what the student typically produced and thus suspect that the work 
was written by someone else. However, in contemporary classes, where 
student enrolments can number in the thousands and marking of assess-
ments may be undertaken by low-paid time-poor precariously- 
employed adjunct teachers, it is unlikely that those grading students’ work 
will know their students well enough to detect inconsistencies in writing 
quality and style.

A technological solution that has been widely adopted in higher educa-
tion to help ensure academic integrity is text-matching software. Text- 
matching software compares the text of students’ assessments to databases 
of academic journal articles, books, websites, and previous students’ papers 
(Davis & Carroll, 2009). The software conveniently highlights matching 
text that allows markers to assess whether uncited or improperly cited text 
may constitute plagiarism. Such plagiarism often involves a lack of aware-
ness of rules for citation and referencing on the part of the student, and 
detection of matched text can provide opportunities for education profes-
sionals to assist students to learn these sometimes-arcane conventions. 
Indeed, evidence from the past 30 years suggests that the implementation 
of text-matching software has aided students’ understanding of referenc-
ing and corresponded with a decline in rates of copy-paste plagiarism 
(Curtis, 2022). However, although text-matching software may help to 
detect plagiarism by students bamboozled by referencing rules, students 
who engage in skullduggery by coopting another person to produce a 
freshly written assignment may evade detection by text-matching soft-
ware. Indeed, evidence from numerous sources suggests that outsourced 
assessments commonly go undetected (Ahsan et al., 2021; Awdry et al., 
2021; Bretag et al., 2019b, 2019a).

 Defining ContraCt Cheating

Various authors have used definitions of contract cheating that include 
and exclude certain behaviors, actors, and contingencies from the defini-
tion. For example, it is an ongoing question whether contract cheating is 
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limited to assessment outsourcing that is done for payment by a third 
party who is a stranger to the student, whether this term also applies to 
assessments that are freely completed by a student’s family member, and 
whether the term applies to both bespoke and pre-written assessments.

Clarke and Lancaster (2006) were the first authors to publish the term 
contract cheating, where they used it to describe “the submission of work 
by students for academic credit which the students have paid contractors 
to write for them” (p. 1), and also “the process of offering the process of 
completing an assignment for a student out to tender” (p. 2). This defini-
tion drew from their work examining the outsourcing of students’ assess-
ments in computer coding via an internet-mediated site where coders bid 
for jobs. The specific use of the word “contracting” implies an agreement 
between a buyer and a seller to undertake commissioned work.

The influential work of Walker and Townley (2012) expanded upon 
Clarke and Lancaster’s (2006) definition by removing the necessity for a 
tender process. Walker and Townley described contract cheating as “a 
form of academic dishonesty, where students contract out their course-
work to writers or workers, usually found via the internet, in order to 
submit the purchased assignments as their own work” (p. 27). Nonetheless, 
the definition retained the concept that contract cheating is the provision 
of made-to-order assessments for payment.

The definition of contract cheating was broadened substantially by 
Bretag et al. (2019a), who conducted the largest survey to date of student 
assessment outsourcing. They suggested that the term “encompass[es] a 
cluster of practices relating to the outsourcing of students’ assessment to 
third parties, whether or not these entities are commercial providers” 
(Bretag et  al., 2019a, p.  1838). Specifically, they defined contract 
cheating as:

…where a student gets someone – a third party – to complete an assignment or 
an exam for them. This third party might be a friend, family member, fellow 
student or staff member who assists the student as a favour. It might be a pre- 
written assignment which has been obtained from an assignment ‘mill’. The 
third party may also be a paid service, advertised locally or online. (Bretag 
et al., 2019a, p. 1838)

Bretag et  al.’s (2019a) definition explicitly adds examinations as an 
assessment that can be outsourced, not limiting contract cheating to pre- 
done assessments. Additionally, their definition captures pre-written work 
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in addition to newly written assessments. Moreover, the definition 
removes the need for outsourcing to be paid to be considered contract 
cheating. In contrast, some authors have taken to using the term “com-
mercial contract cheating” (e.g., Newton, 2018; Curtis et al., 2021) to 
distinguish contract cheating that necessarily involves an exchange or 
payment for a commercial purpose, from outsourcing that may be unpaid. 
From the development of definitions, and the recency of both broad and 
specific definitions, we can see that agreeing on a settled definition is still 
a work in progress.

Another question to consider in the definition of contract cheating is 
whether it falls within the broader concept of plagiarism. Plagiarism itself 
is a word with “no singular or absolute definition” (Eaton, 2021, p. 1), 
but is generally taken to mean the use of others’ words, work, or ideas 
without proper attribution. Within this general definition, then, students 
submitting assessment work completed by someone else in order to obtain 
academic credit for themselves fits the definition of plagiarism (Eaton, 
2021). Before the term contract cheating was first published, Walker 
(1998) defined seven forms of plagiarism in higher education. According 
to Walker (1998), plagiarism in the form of ghostwriting is defined as 
“assignment written by third party and represented as own work” (p. 103). 
Defined in this way, ghostwriting as a form of plagiarism involves the out-
sourcing of assessment work by the student to another person, whether 
paid or unpaid, and therefore aligns with Bretag et al.’s (2019a) definition 
of contract cheating. Indeed, it is common to see authors on contract 
cheating refer to the suppliers of outsourced assignments as ghostwriters. 
Still, who or what constitutes a ghostwriter is itself a contested definition 
(Eaton, 2021).

In this book, authors have used, either implicitly or explicitly, various 
definitions of contract cheating—and related terminologies such as ghost-
writers, essay/paper mills, and plagiarism. To reflect the evolving nature of 
the term contract cheating, as Editors, we have taken a neutral position on 
the definition, and not imposed a single definition within the book.

 an overview of the Book

Contract cheating is a problem with many moving parts. To tackle con-
tract cheating successfully, there must be barriers against it at the societal, 
institutional, and individual levels (Rundle et al., 2020). To understand 
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how best to construct these barriers, we must also know how much cheat-
ing happens, how contract cheating businesses work, why students cheat, 
and what actions against cheating are effective. To do all of these things, 
we can draw on basic theoretical, translational, and applied research from 
numerous fields of study to inform best practices in reducing contract 
cheating.

This book contains chapters by expert authors and leading researchers 
in academic integrity and contract cheating who come from a diverse 
range of academic backgrounds including education, faculty development, 
psychology, library sciences, law, criminology, computer science, and busi-
ness. The chapters present a diversity of perspectives covering the what, 
why, where, and how questions about contract cheating from complimen-
tary perspectives. The book brings together the latest research in a series 
of chapters that, taken together, provide a broad and deep overview of the 
problem of contract cheating in higher education. A starting point for the 
book is the question: How many students engage in contract cheating and 
how often do they do it?

Various studies have attempted to estimate what proportion of students 
engage in contract cheating (i.e., the prevalence of contract cheating) and 
how often they do it (i.e., the incidence of contract cheating). Some of 
these studies have made dramatic media headlines, for example, “Contract 
cheating ‘ripe to explode’” (Ross, 2018 reporting on Bretag et al., 2019a) 
and “Are you part of the 11 per cent who have cheated at University?” 
(Karvelas, 2021 reporting on Curtis et al., 2021). However, the academic 
studies these media stories report differ in their definitions of contract 
cheating and their methods and sources of data collection. As a conse-
quence, the prevalence of contract cheating has been estimated in various 
studies as anywhere between about 0.3% and 45% of students 
(Newton, 2018).

In truth, we do not know what proportion of students engage in con-
tract cheating or how often they do it. Still, this does not mean that we 
cannot make some educated guesses and consider what we would need 
to know to make our estimates more accurate. Two chapters in this book 
consider the question of how to estimate the prevalence and incidence of 
contact cheating (Clare & Rundle, 2022; Krásničan et  al., 2022). 
Krásničan et al. reviewed the methodology of studies that have used self- 
report surveys to estimate the prevalence of contract cheating and pro-
vided guidance for future researchers on how to increase the validity of 
such work. Drawing on criminology methods, Clare and Rundle 
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(2022) discuss the many sources of information that can potentially be 
triangulated to estimate the extent of contract cheating in higher 
education.

Contract cheating occurs within wider societal, legal, commercial, edu-
cational, and administrative environments. Draper’s chapter outlines legal 
responses to contract cheating, including moves to outlaw academic cheat-
ing services in various jurisdictions. Rogerson’s (2022) chapter positions 
academic file-sharing in the larger context of the sharing culture promoted 
by social media. She explains how file-sharing can underlie contract cheat-
ing and how students may be unaware of the ethics and consequences of 
file-sharing. The chapter by Seeland et al. explains how existing copyright 
laws may be employed to counteract academic file-sharing.

Why do students engage in contract cheating? A neat and plausible 
answer is that it is easier for someone else to do a student’s assessment 
work for them than for them to do it for themselves. However, as 
H. L. Mencken (1920) said, for every question there is an answer that is 
“neat, plausible, and wrong” (p. 158). As noted above, contract cheating 
suppliers are easily accessible and contract cheaters may be rarely caught, 
yet the varied estimates of contract cheating’s prevalence always suggest 
that it is something only a minority of students do. Thus, researchers have 
asked not only why students engage in contract cheating, but also why 
they do not (e.g., Rundle et al., 2019).

In this book, several chapters provide theory-based discussions of why 
students do, and do not, engage in contract cheating. Citing evidence that 
students who are dissatisfied with the educational environment engage in 
more contract cheating (Bretag et  al., 2019a), Sutherland-Smith and 
Dawson (2022) explain how principles of Self-Determination Theory may 
be applied to assessment design to make completing assessments more sat-
isfying for students. By extension, more satisfied students should be less 
inclined to engage in contract cheating. Stoesz et al.’s (2022) chapter pro-
vides an alternative assessment-and-teaching-based strategy, explaining how 
developing students’ critical thinking skills may reduce contract cheating.

According to singer Hank Williams, the pangs of conscience experi-
enced after infidelity mean that eventually: “your cheating heart will tell 
on you.” This idea that a cheating heart will experience remorse, possibly 
leading to a confession of wrongdoing, assumes that bad actors will feel 
guilt-ridden. Thus, students who cheat and feel guilty may own up to their 
actions, but what of students who do not tend to feel guilty? Baran and 
Jonason’s chapter considers “dark” personality traits (narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) in students that may be associated 
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with contract cheating and academic misconduct, and how personality 
predispositions to cheating may be attenuated. Their chapter may also 
help us understand the contract cheating by the famously narcissistic 
Donald Trump that we mentioned earlier. Similarly, Curtis and Tindall’s 
(2022) chapter considers students’ attitudes, current emotions, and antici-
pated emotions as potential psychological drivers of contract cheating 
behavior. In contrast, Clare’s (2022) chapter outlines deterrence strategies 
for contract cheating based on situational crime prevention theories. This 
chapter’s contentions inherently assume that contract cheating is less likely 
to occur the more difficult the situation makes its occurrence, without 
regard to the psychological predispositions of students.

In whatever way educators and administrators in higher education deal 
with the problem of contract cheating, it must be a multi-faceted approach 
(Rundle et  al., 2020). Chapters by Crockett (2022)  and Ellis et  al. 
(2022) provide concrete practical advice for higher education profession-
als on how to detect contract cheating by students, with an aim of making 
markers and investigators the nemesis of nefarious cheating service provid-
ers. Glendinning’s (2022) chapter focuses on policy design to counteract 
contract cheating within wider quality assurance frameworks. Considering 
engagement with, and contributions from students in counteracting con-
tract cheating, Lancaster’s (2022)  chapter outlines successful collabora-
tions between students and academic staff that promote academic integrity 
and seek to reduce contract cheating. Veeran-Colton et al.’s (2022) chap-
ter discusses the inherent risk to students of placing themselves in a posi-
tion where someone (i.e., the ghostwriter) knows that they have cheated. 
Importantly, they outline research which shows that alerting students to 
the risks of being exposed as a cheat reduces students’ willingness to 
engage in contract cheating.

Several chapters in this book also consider the methods of contract 
cheating businesses and writers. Parnther’s (2022) chapter outlines origi-
nal research that investigates how contract cheating businesses market 
their services to postgraduate students. Eaton et  al.’s (2022)  chapter 
examines ghostwriters’ own accounts of their experiences in the contract 
cheating industry and elucidates common themes among the narratives of 
ghostwriters who worked across a span of time, academic disciplines, and 
geographical locations. A new perspective on the collaboration between 
contracted writers and their student customers is outlined in Thacker’s 
(2022) chapter. Thacker (2022) describes situations ranging from guided 
collaboration to co-authoring of papers between students and ghostwrit-
ers, which highlights that contract cheating is not universally a case of 
hands-off outsourcing.
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In sum, this book is the most comprehensive work on contract cheating 
assembled to date. Our hope, as an editorial team, is that the book will 
provide a go-to reference for educators, researchers, and administrators 
who are attempting to deal with the problem of contract cheating.
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CHAPTER 2

What Can We Learn from Measuring Crime 
When Looking to Quantify the Prevalence 

and Incidence of Contract Cheating?

Joseph Clare and Kiata Rundle

This chapter examines the importance of decisions about how we measure 
contract cheating frequency for attempts to reduce the opportunity for 
this behaviour. After outlining the range of approaches that have been 
taken to measure this academic integrity issue so far, we provide a sum-
mary of the various imperfect ways that criminologists have been measur-
ing crime (a related type of deviant behaviour). We discuss the relevance 
of the lessons learned from criminology and emphasise the importance of 
triangulating multiple approaches to measuring contract cheating moving 
forward, to assist the development and evaluation of detection and pre-
vention strategies.
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The VarieTy of MeasureMenT approaches influence 
conTracT cheaTing esTiMaTes

The definition that is used across contract cheating research has a direct 
impact on the research findings. For example, one major variable issue is 
whether payment is a necessary component of a contract cheating transac-
tion: ‘commercial’ contract cheating (e.g., Newton, 2018, estimated a his-
toric average of 3.5% of students) versus broader definitions involving 
sharing and help (e.g., Bretag et al., 2019, estimated 15.3% of students 
bought/traded/sold notes and 27.2% shared completed assignments). 
Estimates are also affected by the scope of behaviours that are included in 
the ‘contract cheating’ category label. For example, Bretag et al. (2019) 
examined a spectrum of seven outsourcing behaviours, ranging from buy-
ing/trading notes and sharing assignments to paying a third party to take 
an exam, with the latter having an estimated prevalence of 0.2%. While 
there is no ‘right’ approach to resolving these issues, and there are good 
reasons for looking at this problem from varying perspectives, all defini-
tional decisions have a direct influence on any attempts to quantify con-
tract cheating prevalence and incidence.

On a less overt level, once a definition has been settled on, the way that 
contract cheating is measured also has a substantial impact on the preva-
lence and incidence estimates that are produced. Moving beyond defini-
tions, the remainder of the first part of this chapter will examine the various 
estimates that have been produced across the main methodological cate-
gories used to date. In broad terms, we examine the role of survey esti-
mates, demand for contract cheating services, what we know about people 
getting caught for this form of academic misconduct, and other approaches 
to gaining insight into how frequent this issue is.

What Do ‘Offenders’ Say? Self-Report Surveys

To date, the literature on contract cheating has relied heavily on self- 
report methods involving surveys of ‘offenders’, which also typically pro-
duce the highest prevalence estimates of this behaviour (Curtis et  al., 
2021). Curtis and Clare (2017) aggregated data on ‘commercial’ contract 
cheating from five studies and found a prevalence rate of 3.5% of students 
engage in contract cheating, with 62.5% doing so on more than one occa-
sion (incidence estimates). They note, however, that this estimate was 
skewed by the data from one of the studies (see Zafarghandi et al., 2012) 
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which had a rate of engagement of 7.9%. By removing this data, preva-
lence dropped to 2.1%. Producing comparable estimates, Newton (2018) 
completed a systematic review of the commercial contract cheating litera-
ture from 1978 to 2016 and found a prevalence of 3.5%. However, 
Newton (2018) also argued that engagement in contract cheating is on 
the rise, with prevalence rates of over 20% in research almost entirely from 
2009 onwards. Highlighting the importance of measurement methodol-
ogy, it is unclear whether higher rates of reported engagement in contract 
cheating are a true reflection of an increase in contract cheating behaviour 
or whether they reflect variations in the methodology of the research 
being done (e.g., shifts in attitudes towards self-reporting, more encom-
passing definitions, and better and more varied methodologies of research).

To demonstrate the importance of these methodological factors, we 
highlight the Bretag et al. (2019) survey that incorporated a broad exami-
nation of contract cheating frequency. As explained above, Bretag et al. 
(2019) counted ‘sharing’ behaviours (e.g., providing an assignment for 
any reason or buying/selling notes) in addition to ‘cheating’ behaviours 
(e.g., students obtaining a completed assignment to submit as their own). 
They included within their definition of ‘cheating’ behaviours incidences 
where the student obtained an assignment, but no financial transaction 
was involved. Looking across these different behaviours, the prevalence 
rate of students who reported obtaining an assignment to submit was 
2.2%, whereas 27.2% of students reported providing an assignment for any 
reason (Bretag et al., 2019). Bretag et al. (2019) noted that students who 
engaged in cheating behaviours were more likely to also engage in sharing 
behaviours and were twice as likely to provide another student with a copy 
of an assignment. Bretag et al. (2019) found that 37% of students in the 
cheating group had obtained an assignment, 68.5% of whom had submit-
ted the work as their own. Again, when examining the incidence of obtain-
ing an assignment to submit, 79.4% did so once or twice, while 20.6% did 
so three-or-more times (Bretag et al., 2019). This survey also found that 
13.3% of the cheating group exchanged money to obtain an assignment, 
but it is unclear how often this translated into submitting the purchased 
work for assessment (Bretag et al., 2019).

To further complicate the interpretation of survey results, research by 
Curtis et al. (2021) incorporated an innovative method of estimation of 
contract cheating prevalence by incentivising truth-telling, using a 
Bayesian Truth Serum methodology as per John et  al. (2012). This 
method triangulated prevalence estimates that participants produced with 
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respect to peer prevalence, peer admission, and personal admission (relat-
ing to their lifetime and during the most recent year). Using this method, 
Curtis et  al. (2021) produced estimates that were three to four times 
higher than those derived from admission rates in other self-report studies 
(as discussed above): 7.9% of students having ever bought and submitted 
assignments from commercial contract cheating sites and 11.4% having 
ever submitted work from commercial file-sharing sites. These findings 
clearly emphasise the importance of methodology when estimating the 
frequency of this problem behaviour.

A range of other methodological factors also influence frequency esti-
mates. First, the country of origin of research participants impacts mea-
surements, with Australian work indicating 2.2% of students submitted 
assignments completed by a third party (Bretag et al., 2019) compared to 
Czech work estimating a prevalence of 7.6% (Foltýnek & Králíková, 2018). 
Second, the prevalence time periods of interest matter. Most of these sur-
veys have focused on prevalence (‘have you ever?’ questions) compared to 
incidence (‘how often have you?’). For example, Curtis et al. (2021) esti-
mated a lifetime contract cheating prevalence of 1.8% versus a one-year 
estimate of 0.7%. Finally, there is a clear indication that students at English- 
speaking universities whose first language is not English are more likely to 
engage in contract cheating, relative to native English speakers (Bretag 
et al., 2019; Curtis et al., 2021). This means that, in addition to how con-
tract cheating is defined, survey estimates will be influenced by who 
chooses to respond, where the research is conducted, how far back partici-
pants are asked to report (lifetime vs previous year), and whether respon-
dents are incentivised to tell the truth about their past behaviour.

Can We Measure the Demand for Cheating Services?

Looking to alternative approaches, this section considers work that has 
attempted to measure the demand for contract cheating services, as an 
alternative measure of the extent of this problem. To this end, Amigud 
and Lancaster (2020) examined how social media, specifically Twitter, 
facilitates contract cheating through enabling cheat-curious students and 
contract cheating services to find each other. Amigud and Lancaster 
(2020) analysed 1579 tweets and demonstrated that at least some of the 
demand for contract cheating is publicly available. Looking at this issue 
from a different perspective, Bretag et al. (2019) estimated the attrition 
between procurement and submission of purchased assignments, finding 
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that only 68.5% of students reported submitting an assignment they 
obtained from a third party. Finally, others have reviewed public data from 
providers of contract cheating services to explore how these services 
advertise and operate (e.g., Lancaster, 2019).

Administrative Data: Who Gets Caught Contract Cheating?

Although the detection rates for contract cheating are imperfect and likely 
to be low, another way to estimate the size of this issue is through admin-
istrative data relating to who gets caught for contract cheating. The 2014 
MyMaster scandal in Australia highlighted the issue of contract cheating at 
16 universities through a single site (Visentin, 2015), which had targeted 
Australian-based international students with contract cheating services 
focused on writing assignments and completing online tests (McNeilage 
& Visentin, 2014). The journalists exposed 700 receipts of payment to the 
contract cheating provider, with the purchasers coming from several 
Australian universities and across a range of courses. As a fall-out, one 
university indicated that 24 students (across 51 units) received a failing 
grade for courses completed in 2014 with another university indicating 43 
students (who had logged 128 requests) had been subject to disciplinary 
hearings relating to the use of this service. In a different context, Baird 
and Clare (2017) also incorporated measures of detection (and whistle-
blowing) when evaluating the effectiveness of a targeted contract cheating 
prevention intervention focused on a business capstone unit.

Another way students may be caught engaging in contract cheating is if 
the contract cheating service reports them. Yorke et al. (2020) examined 
students’ willingness to engage in contract cheating when presented with 
the risk of being blackmailed by the service. Of their sample of 587 stu-
dents, 14 were willing to cheat when not faced with a risk of being black-
mailed (scenario 1). However, when presented with scenario 2, which 
included a risk of blackmail, only 7 of the 14 students were still willing to 
cheat. The remaining respondents were not willing to cheat in either 
scenario.

Has Anyone Tried Anything Else?

Looking beyond surveys, service demand, and administrative data about 
who gets caught, other relevant studies have used different methods to 
estimate aspects of the contract cheating problem. For example, Clare 
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et  al. (2017) examined differences between students’ performances on 
supervised and unsupervised assessment items within units, to identify 
rule-based, unusually big differences suggesting that students did much 
better than expected when they were not supervised. This study found 
unusual patterns in 2.1% of the marks examined (a frequency remarkably 
like prevalence estimates for contract cheating from several of the surveys 
discussed, above). Although this was not a confirmation of contract cheat-
ing engagement, it was a useful demonstration of the potential value of 
analysing existing administrative data to expose non-random, unusual pat-
terns indicative of a student doing much better on assessments that were 
not supervised.

Using a different approach, Rigby et  al. (2015) measured students’ 
hypothetical willingness to engage in contract cheating (i.e., buy an essay), 
based on the cost of the essay, the risk of being caught, the potential pen-
alty if caught, and the grade they would receive on the purchased essay. 
Students were presented with eight scenarios, where they could choose to 
buy an essay from one of three options, based on the variables listed above, 
or to buy none. Rigby et al. (2015) also measured students’ risk aversion 
with a gambling task. Rigby et al. (2015) found that 7 students, from a 
sample of 90, were willing to cheat in all 8 scenarios presented to them, 
whilst 50% of their sample were unwilling in any circumstance to hypo-
thetically purchase an essay. Willingness to purchase an assignment was 
influenced by students’ risk aversion and whether English was their first 
language, with those who were less risk averse and had English as an addi-
tional language more likely to choose to buy an essay.

A further study that demonstrates the significance of methodology and 
the fallibility of self-report is the work of Kolb et al. (2015), who con-
ducted interviews to ask students about cheating opportunities, with a 
specific focus on why they do not cheat. Kolb et al. (2015) emphasised 
cheating as a ‘conscious deception’ and conducted interviews at the start 
and end of a seminar. They found that 5.9% of their sample reported hav-
ing engaged in a cheating behaviour in their first interview, but only 2.9% 
of the sample reported cheating during their second interview. The rea-
sons for these differences were not fully explored by Kolb et al. (2015), 
but it is possible they relate to the time period issue discussed above, with 
follow-up interviews conducted at the end of semester and a research 
emphasis on ‘recent’ scenarios where students may have had the tempta-
tion to cheat.
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Clearly, therefore, how much contract cheating we think is occurring is 
influenced by (a) the definition, (b) where and when the sample is taken 
from, (c) the estimation method that is used, (d) the attrition between 
procuring work and submitting work, and (e) the contextual ‘risk’ involved 
with the actual (and hypothetical) situation. Moving on, we demonstrate 
the similarity of the importance of these methodological factors for mea-
surement of a different type of deviance: the measurement of crime.

how Does criMinology Measure DeViance?
At a high level, ‘crime’ is a form of deviance that shares a lot of common 
measurement issues with attempts to quantify contract cheating. As with 
the various measures discussed above, there is no ‘right’ way to measure 
crime. This section describes the main methods that have been used, along 
with their respective strengths and limitations. We demonstrate how the 
approaches to measuring contract cheating can map cleanly into the same 
categories used to quantify crime: catching offenders, resource use, crime 
that happens but does not come to the attention of authorities (the ‘dark 
figure’), and non-crime proxies that are used to quantify problems. The 
absence of a correct measure and the development of related, flawed mea-
sures has required criminology to adopt a triangulation approach to mea-
surement, whereby the best-available data is considered in parallel to give 
insight into the prevalence and incidence of crime.

Catching Offenders: The Role of Administrative Data

One of the original ways to measure crime depended on counting the 
things the criminal justice system knew about: what gets reported to 
police, what police record, who gets apprehended, what happens in court, 
and who gets sentenced. Police recorded crime statistics were first pub-
lished in the UK from the mid-nineteenth century, the US from 1930, and 
Australia from 1964 (Morgan & Clare, 2021). There are strengths associ-
ated with these measures, in that they capture a lot of detail about the 
records that are made (offender/victim information, context information 
about where and when things occur) and they are embedded in a legisla-
tive and policy framework. However, these measures are imperfect. 
Different policing jurisdictions have different laws (and different interpre-
tation of laws); there can be longitudinal variations within agencies that 
mean recording practices change (making crime appear to go up or down, 
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when really nothing is ‘different’), and police have discretion that influ-
ences the recording of reported events (how and if reported events are 
entered into police records—for a detailed discussion on ‘attrition’ see 
Tilley & Burrows, 2005). It is also the case that not all crime events are 
reported to police (estimated to be 42% overall, Flatley et al., 2010); there 
is wide variation in the rate at which specific types of crime are reported 
(with the most highly reported crimes, such as burglary and car theft, 
strongly influenced by insurance requirements, e.g., Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2021), and that event seriousness, individual victim characteris-
tics, and victim-offender characteristics influence the likelihood of report-
ing (see Tarling & Morris, 2010, for a discussion of these factors).

Accessing the Dark Figure of Crime Through Victim/
Offender Surveys

To address these (and other) measurement limitations with official crime 
statistics, commencing in the 1960s, criminologists started using surveys 
to tap into the ‘dark figure of crime’ (see Morgan & Clare, 2021, for a 
discussion). Most surveys have focused on victimisation, randomly select-
ing a representative sample of the population, and using common lan-
guage (‘hit’ instead of ‘assault’) to ask people about a specific period of 
time (i.e., the last 12 months) to expose crime that never comes to the 
attention of the criminal justice system. Self-report offending surveys have 
also been undertaken (although less frequently and systematically, e.g., 
Budd et al., 2005) to uncover more about the prevalence and incidence of 
offending behaviour, irrespective of whether it has come to the attention 
of authorities. Operating in a similar way to victimisation surveys, random 
samples of the population are asked questions about things they have done 
that would constitute crime. A common finding across these exercises is 
the non-randomness of these patterns, with very small subsets of victims 
and offenders accounting for a very large amount of the crime that is cap-
tured by the surveys (e.g., Hales et al., 2009). Strengths of this approach 
to measurement include (a) results are independent of issues relating to 
reporting, recording, and discretion, (b) the information is taken directly 
from the victim/offender source, (c) there is limited influence of politics 
and managerial pressures from within the justice system, and (d) they can 
reveal meaningful longitudinal patterns that can demonstrate changes in 
victimisation and offending (Morgan & Clare, 2021).
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Despite these strengths, just as with the administrative approaches to 
measuring crime, there are also limitations with surveys. The estimates 
that are produced are influenced by methodological decisions including 
questionnaire length, the order of questions, how the survey is conducted 
(e.g., in-person vs online), and the time period in question (12 months vs 
5 years vs lifetime). Individual respondents can also forget, confabulate, 
and/or lie, resulting in verifiable inconsistencies between survey-based 
accounts and police records (e.g., Averdijk & Elffers, 2012), or respon-
dents can choose to under-report their own criminal behaviour (Bernasco 
et al., 2020).

Indirect and Novel Measures into Specific Crime Issues

Another window into the volume of crime is provided by police calls for 
service. In addition to demonstrating variations in demand for police ser-
vices over time, these data, which are collected based on police activity but 
not influenced by discretion and recording decisions, can give meaningful 
insight into temporal and geographic crime patterns. Recent examples 
have used this measure to look at time/space service overlap from police, 
fire, and ambulance workload (Clare et  al., 2019), and to monitor the 
impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on crime and disorder during the early 
months of the pandemic (Ashby, 2021). It is important to note that calls 
for service do not equal crime, as police attend a lot of non-crime calls, so 
this measure has the potential to over-count crime-related activity.

It is also worth briefly considering some alternative approaches to mea-
suring aspects of crime. Drug test data is frequently used to monitor trends 
in drink/drug driving (e.g., Midgette et al., 2021) or prevalence of drug 
use in offender populations (e.g., Doherty & Sullivan, 2020). Emergency 
room data and hospital admissions provide another window into certain 
types of violent crime, such as intimate partner violence, alcohol-related 
violence, or violence against vulnerable groups in society (e.g., Macdonald 
et al., 2005). The common themes across these approaches are that they 
focus on relatively specific types of crime and provide a non-random esti-
mate of the prevalence and incidence of the crime they relate to. Finally, 
social media is emerging as an alternative way to measure crime, with stud-
ies demonstrating the relevance and utility of Twitter for monitoring low- 
level crime and disorder in micro-geographic areas (Williams et al., 2016). 
Facebook is also being used to help monitor cybercrime victimisation 
(Aliyu et al., 2020).
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lessons for Measuring conTracT cheaTing: 
TriangulaTion is The Key

As with approaches to measuring contract cheating, there is no single, cor-
rect way to measure crime. In both cases, ‘problem’ estimates are influ-
enced by the way the data are collected and the context within which 
collection occurs. To emphasise the commonalities of the approaches 
adopted in these two contexts, Table  2.1 uses the varying focuses on 
administrative data, surveys, resource use, and indirect/novel measures to 
align the major measurement approaches used so far for contract cheating 
and those developed over a much longer period in criminology focused on 
measuring crime. The consistency is useful, as it can be used as a platform 
to encourage contract cheating researchers to embrace the imperfect 
nature of measurement in this area. Rather than seeking to find the single, 
right measure of how much contract cheating is occurring, adopting a 
triangulation approach to measuring the issue moving forward will be the 
most useful for assisting the development and evaluation of detection and 
prevention strategies.

As discussed above, surveys are limited as they are influenced by factors 
such as who is asked, what time period is covered, how the behaviour is 
defined, prevalence and incidence, and memory errors of respondents. 
Resource use is also imperfect because engaging with a provider does not 

Table 2.1 Comparing and classifying the various approaches to measuring crime 
and contract cheating

Data focus Crime Contract cheating

Administrative data Police data
Sentencing data

Academic integrity reports
Academic integrity guilty 
findings

Surveys Victimisation surveys
Self- report offending surveys

Self-report offending surveys
Hypothetical offending 
experiments

Resource use Police calls for service Twitter requests
Contract cheating website usage
Search engine trends
Uploading to file-sharing sites

Indirect/novel 
measures

Hospital admissions
Offender drug use audits
Twitter/social media more 
broadly

Blackmail
Third-party reporting
Unusual difference scores
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mean people submit the work and there are grey areas around file sharing. 
Furthermore, the utility of administrative data is also limited, influenced 
by who is caught, variations in policy and practice over time and across 
institutions, and the threshold of proof involved (suspected vs proved). 
Triangulating these imperfect estimates whenever possible will help give 
the best representation of the current state of the problem. In a crime 
context, an increase in police recorded crime could represent an increase 
in real crime or it could reflect an increased willingness to report crime 
events to police. Without surveys against which to compare victimisation 
(with the closest potential survey represented in the work by Harper et al., 
2019), it is very difficult to know which of these was driving the increase 
in official statistics. For the same reasons, a triangulation approach could 
help address the concerns raised from Newton’s work as to whether the 
recent increase in prevalence estimates represents an actual increase in 
contract cheating, a shift in methodology/measurement, changes to defi-
nitions, a combination of these factors, or something else entirely. 
Furthermore, relying on multiple measurement strategies may well mean 
researchers and policy makers are staying alert to emerging problems (such 
as cyber fraud, in a crime context, which traditional victimisation surveys 
and police records do not capture well). This type of issue is of particular 
concern when it comes to the dark figure of contract cheating and the 
impact of COVID-19, as we did not know what the prevalence and inci-
dence of this misconduct were before the pandemic, but we can reason-
ably assume it will have increased as a result of the rapid changes to 
assessment structures and opportunities.

In conclusion, we urge contract cheating researchers to be cognisant of 
the measurement issues in this research area, learn from the developments 
in a related, fuzzy measurement space provided by criminological research, 
and commit to increased use of mixed-methods and data triangulation in 
contract cheating research. As has been seen within criminal justice 
research, this will assist the development and evaluation of contract cheat-
ing detection and prevention strategies.
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CHAPTER 3

Limitations of Contract Cheating Research

Veronika Krásničan, Tomáš Foltýnek, 
and Dita Henek Dlabolová

Once upon a time, a diligent PhD student was engaged in research in the 
field of academic integrity at a faculty of economics. She wanted to con-
tinue the research she started during her master’s studies and to further 
analyse the contract cheating market. During her studies, she had to pass 
an exam adjudicated by a commission composed of experts in economics, 
statistics, and management. She prepared all the documents for this exam. 
It took her a whole year of thorough effort to collect data on contract 
cheating using a self-reporting questionnaire. She presented her results 
confidently because she did her best to follow the methodology taken 
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from experts in academic integrity, big names like Donald McCabe (2005) 
and Tracey Bretag (2019). But what followed drove her crazy.

The members of the examination commission mercilessly questioned 
crucial parts of the methodology, in which they saw enormous shortcom-
ings. They criticised the form of the questionnaire and the unbalanced 
distribution of respondents; they pointed out the absence of data neces-
sary for statistical evaluation and for assessing the relevance of the results. 
The student was desperate. Were the academic integrity experts wrong, or 
did she not follow them appropriately? Where was the mistake? What 
should she do?

This story is not a fairy tale. It is a real experience of the first author and 
the project in question was the Global Essay Mills Survey (GEMS). The 
data from this project appear, for instance, in the studies by Králíková et al. 
(2019) and Awdry and Ives (2020). The observations of colleagues and 
experts, who deal with completely different fields than academic integrity, 
served as an eye-opener, which showed us the shortcomings in the research 
we had done before. And, the overall experience from this project showed 
us mistakes that we did not perceive as a problem at all at some point, but 
later it cost us a lot of unnecessary effort and time to address these prob-
lems while writing the papers stemming from this project. Since then, we 
have been thinking of the drawbacks and limitations of contract cheating 
research. While reading the studies about contract cheating, we came 
across numerous problems. In some studies, researchers apparently do 
their best to mitigate, address, and acknowledge the limitations. However, 
it is not always the case. Some studies do not address the limitations suf-
ficiently; some even do not mention any. The aim of this chapter is to 
point out the possible limitations of the current contract cheating research 
and contribute to improvements in its quality.

The term “contract cheating research” includes various types of studies 
that focus on different aspects of the issue, on different stakeholders, use 
different methods or ask varied research questions. Clarke and Lancaster 
(2006) in their seminal study about contract cheating examined a website 
where students can hire a programmer. A similar approach was used also 
in Lancaster’s (2020) study about micro-outsourcing websites. Wallace 
and Newton (2014) examined the turnaround time of contract cheating 
suppliers and revealed the excess of supply over demand, while Comas- 
Forgas et al. (2021) estimated the extent of contract cheating by analysis 
of internet search activity. Other studies focus on qualitative information 
obtained from interviews with academics (Eaton et  al., 2019) or the 
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relationship between contract cheating and assessment design (Bretag 
et al., 2019a, 2019b; Ellis et al., 2020). A separate perspective is a legal 
approach against contract cheating. Such studies might discuss methods 
concerning how countries address this issue in the national laws (Draper 
& Newton 2017).

Our chapter focuses on one particular type of contract cheating 
research—on the studies aiming to find out how many students are involved 
in such behaviour using self-reported data collected via questionnaires or 
qualitative interviews. We focused on this particular type of research not 
only because of our personal experience described in the introduction. 
There are numerous drawbacks to this method, like self- selection bias, con-
firmation bias, and many others (Mahmud & Bretag, 2013). Results from 
the self-reported surveys are often cited by the media, as they provide jour-
nalists with material to create click-bait headlines. The percentage of cheat-
ing students is clearly understandable for the general public, even though 
narrowing the whole phenomenon to one number is not possible without 
oversimplification. Also, problems with self- reporting questionnaires as 
methodological tools have been already pointed out by other authors. For 
example, Siev and Kliger (2019) and Curtis et al. (2021) recommend that 
researchers focus on methods beyond these questionnaires.

The aim of this chapter is to increase the quality and credibility of con-
tract cheating research. Based on the analysis of the state-of-the-art 
research papers, we designed a checklist of measures that researchers 
should apply to help minimise the limitations and their impact on the 
results. In this chapter, we want to answer the following research ques-
tions: What problems and limitations are frequently present in contract 
cheating research? To what extent do authors acknowledge the limitations 
and take them into account when interpreting results?

Methodology

To identify the limitations of contract cheating research, we have com-
bined the following methods:

1. Qualitative research—we conducted an online brainstorming ses-
sion with experts from the survey working group of the European 
Network for Academic Integrity (ENAI).

2. A scientific literature review—we have critically evaluated state-of-
the- art research papers and identified limitations.

3 LIMITATIONS OF CONTRACT CHEATING RESEARCH 
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Qualitative Research

As a baseline for the limitations, we used the opinions of experts with 
experience in research—not only contract cheating research but also with 
research in other disciplines. We contacted the Academic Integrity Surveys 
Working Group of the ENAI (https://academicintegrity.eu/wp/wg- 
surveys/). The working group has 15 members (including two of this 
chapter’s authors) from various countries and with various research 
backgrounds.

An online brainstorming session was organised with the working group, 
posing the question “What problems do you see in contemporary contract 
cheating research?” During the discussion, one person took notes and 
later identified a set of limitations mentioned by the working group 
members.

Scientific Literature Review

For the scientific literature review we collected studies examining students’ 
experience with contract cheating. We focused only on research meth-
ods—self-reporting questionnaires and interviews, which were frequently 
the second stage of research. As we decided to deal with state-of-the-art 
research only, we limited the search for studies published from 2017 to 
August 2021.

With the aim to focus only on research papers and not to deal with 
“grey” literature, we used two databases as the sources of the papers: Web 
of Science and Scopus. We were interested only in papers written in 
English. In both databases, the search terms were: “contract cheating” or 
“ghost writing” or “ghostwriting”. In Web of Science, all fields were 
searched (topic and title being relevant), and in Scopus the title, abstract, 
and keywords were searched. The given keywords and the range of the 
publishing year from 2017 to 2021 provided us with 141 papers from 
Web of Science and 145 from Scopus, with an overlap of 104 papers.

As our methodology for the review was inspired by Newton’s (2018) 
systematic review on how common is commercial contract cheating in 
higher education, we performed a second search using the same 67 key-
words and key phrases that he used. This added 19 new papers from the 
Web of Science, and 2 new papers from Scopus. From this search, we 
obtained 205 papers on the topic of contract cheating or ghost writing 
from 2017 to 2021, inclusive. Obviously, this collection involved studies 
that were out of the scope of our interest, so the next step was the manual 
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exclusion of the papers to reach the final collection of the studies on stu-
dent contract cheating, asking students whether they were involved in 
such behaviour, and using self-reported questionnaires as the data collec-
tion methods. The first round of excluding unsuitable papers was based on 
their title, and/or abstract, where the title was ambiguous. Further exami-
nation of the abstract or texts of the remaining papers led to exclusion of 
a few more studies. The final collection of papers that was thoroughly 
examined included 18 articles.

Identification of Limitations

When selecting individual papers, we carefully read all of them (especially 
the methodology, results, limitations, and conclusion). Thanks to the 
results of brainstorming and our own experience, we critically evaluated 
the possible limitations of the methodology, data collection, respondent 
selection, questionnaire design, or interpretation of results, whether or 
not they were directly mentioned.

In this way, we identified seven limitations, which we encoded. 
Subsequently, we re-read the selected 18 papers that met the requirements 
of our methodology. While reading, we noted all the limitations that we 
were able to identify in the papers, using the created codes. Based on the 
results we created a table that represents the absolute frequency of occur-
rence of selected limitations.

ProbleMs of ConteMPorary researCh

Based on the literature review and the brainstorming with the ENAI sur-
vey group, we identified the following limitations of questionnaires used 
to collect self-reported data about student cheating.

Unclear terminology: Many terms related to contract cheating do not 
exist in various languages. This is true even for the term “contract cheat-
ing”, which does not have an equivalent term in most European languages. 
Thus, translations to local languages often suffer from a lack of clarity for 
readers. The terminology used in the questionnaire should be made clear 
to the respondents; this explanation should be as specific as possible. If 
students are the target group of the survey, the language should be under-
standable by all students. However, it is better not to use potentially 
unclear terms at all, and to provide respondents with terminology under-
standable to anyone.
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Unspecific terminology: In different languages, the terms might have 
different connotations or different implicit contexts. For example, the 
term “cheating” is limited to “exam cheating” in some languages. In some 
cultural contexts, sharing exam answers is considered cheating, whereas in 
others it is not. Thus, the term “cheating” might be unclear. It is necessary 
to be very specific not only about the meaning of particular terms but also 
about the cultural context.

Loaded language: The social desirability bias is sometimes fuelled by 
loaded language that clearly indicates the immorality of a particular behav-
iour. For example, using the term “cheating” may dissuade respondents 
from admitting such behaviour. We opted to use neutral language and 
based the questionnaire on scenarios rather than use loaded language. It is 
also useful to provide a neutral context and ask what other people do 
rather than what the respondent does. An example of such wording might 
be, “Some people do something because… Do you…?”

Indicators language: The concept that is actually being examined 
should not appear in the survey. There should be a list of actions, which 
are considered contract cheating, but the respondents should not encoun-
ter the term “contract cheating” in the survey at all.

Language issues: We were unable to determine if respondents filled out 
the questionnaire in their first or second language. In the case of the latter, 
can the researchers be sure that respondents understand all terms used in 
the survey? And was respondents’ understanding the same as the under-
standing of researchers? Obviously, it is hardly possible to translate the 
surveys into all languages. The language issues should be taken into 
account when interpreting the results.

Using multiple-choice questions with a given set of options: This might be 
a problem, for example, when asking for reasons that led students to cheat. 
In order to facilitate the analysis, the reasons for student cheating were 
usually presented as a closed set to choose from. Respondents’ answers 
may therefore have been influenced by the order of items. Even though an 
option “Other” is usually provided, very few respondents selected it. 
Thus, drawing conclusions about the most frequent reasons might be 
problematic. The respondents should be given a blank text field to provide 
an uninfluenced answer. The answers might later be automatically grouped.

Unfinished surveys: Some surveys suffer from very high percentages of 
the respondents who dropped out. This was particularly a problem in the 
GEMS survey (Awdry & Ives, 2020; Awdry et al., 2021). If the section 
collecting demographic data is placed at the end of the survey, it is not 
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possible to figure out who dropped out and why. In fact, this might be 
very important information. Therefore, the section about the demo-
graphic data should be placed at the beginning, which allows researchers 
to trace the behaviour of particular demographic groups.

Target group bias: Most surveys are designed for students. However, 
researchers agree that contract cheating is a systemic problem involving 
educators, as well as higher education administrators. Moreover, interest-
ing information may be supplied also by contractors, parents, and so on.

Gender equity: It is common for women to complete surveys signifi-
cantly more often than men. However, male respondents admit having 
cheated significantly more frequently than female respondents. 
Unfortunately, this apparent discrepancy is usually not taken into account 
when calculating an overall percentage of cheating students. Let us take 
the analysis of contract cheating in Czechia (Foltýnek & Králíková, 2018) 
as an example. Out of 1016 respondents, 77 reported contract cheating, 
which is 7.6%. Nonetheless, the percentage of cheating among men was 
14.6% (28/199), compared to 5.9% (48/817) for women. Presuming 
gender balance in the overall student population and honesty of responses 
for both men and women, the total percentage of cheating students should 
be obtained as an average of 14.6 and 5.9, which is 10.25—a significantly 
different number from 7.6. Therefore, a weighted average should have 
been used in this and similar cases. Research should also consider includ-
ing an “other gender” or a “non-binary” option.

Social desirability bias: Self-reported data are not objective due to social 
desirability bias (Rundle et al., 2019). People tend not to admit behaviour 
that is considered immoral. Another form of social desirability bias is the 
tendency to provide answers that researchers are expected to want. If the 
respondents get the impression that researchers want to describe the situ-
ation as “everybody is cheating”, they may exaggerate the reality.

Voluntary participation: Were the respondents assured that participa-
tion was voluntary and anonymous? Do the respondents trust anonymity? 
If not, the honesty of responses may be influenced.

The limitations can also appear after conducting the survey itself. In the 
later phases of the research, we identified the following limitations.

Interpretation bias: Researchers should pay special attention to how the 
results are presented with respect to possible misinterpretations. For 
example, a study showing that management students have the highest per-
centage of contract cheaters can be presented by the media as if to say that 
only students of management are cheating and create a false impression 
that cheating does not happen in other fields of study.
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Insufficient statistics: Statistical checks on reliability, validity, and consis-
tency of questions are usually missing. For example, Cronbach’s alpha, 
which checks inter-item consistency, might be useful to measure the reli-
ability of the survey. Another issue is connected to validity, which may be 
established via exploratory factor analysis.

liMitations identified during the sCientifiC 
literature review

We identified a sample of 18 papers that used self-reported questionnaires 
or interviews that focused on students and their attitude to contract cheat-
ing (Awdry, 2021; Awdry et al., 2021; Awdry & Ives, 2020; Bielska & 
Rutkowski, 2021; Bretag et  al., 2019a, 2019c; Curtis & Clare, 2017; 
Curtis et al., 2021; Foltýnek & Králíková, 2018; Harrison et al., 2020; 
Králíková et al., 2019; Nguyen, 2021; Peytcheva-Forsyth et al., 2018; Pitt 
et al., 2020; Rozenberg et al., 2019; Shala et al., 2020; Wang & Xu, 2021; 
Yorke et al., 2020). Based on the identified limitations, a table was created 
with the frequencies of their occurrence (Table 3.1).

It should be noted that we were not able to identify all the limitations 
in selected papers, due to missing information in some of them. But, from 
our point of view, even this minimal information was generally able to be 
analysed for the purpose of our review.

The state-of-the-art contract cheating research that uses self-reporting 
questionnaires and interviews focused on students has several limitations, 
which should be noted. First of all, it is the dominance of female respon-
dents in the sample. Second, it is an unbalanced age distribution of respon-
dents in the sample. The predominance of younger students over older 

Table 3.1 Summary of limitations within the reviewed papers

Limitations Number of articles %

Dominance of female respondents in sample 12 67
Unbalanced age distribution of respondents 10 56
Small sample of respondents 7 39
Results from a single university 5 28
Mix of respondents from different cultural 
backgrounds

3 17

No limitations mentioned 3 17
Missing information about respondents 2 11
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ones may be natural, however, the actual age distribution at the university 
or in the country being studied should be mentioned. This important 
information will help to assess whether the sample of respondents is repre-
sentative or not. The next limitation we call Results from the single univer-
sity, which on one hand, does not have to be a problem at all. On the other 
hand, if this limitation is not clearly stated in the abstract and also the 
paper itself, it could cause misinterpretation of the results and there is also 
the possibility of incorrect generalisation not only by the researcher but by 
the media.

Working with students across different countries may also be very prob-
lematic. It is necessary to work very carefully with this issue, as different 
countries have their own cultural specifics. These specifics may mean that 
the combination of these respondents could be the limitation of the 
research. It is always necessary to consider whether it is appropriate to 
include all respondents from different countries in the overall results or to 
present them separately.

Furthermore, we would like to draw attention to the missing informa-
tion in the papers themselves, which we came across during our search. If 
researchers are talking about the respondents as such, they should cer-
tainly mention all the relevant information that could have influenced the 
results. Even if some biographical information is not collected, it should 
be mentioned and justified.

During the scientific literature review, we were able to identify papers 
that do not mention any limitations at all, even though these limitations 
were obvious from the text. We did not include papers in our table that 
had a separate chapter on limitations or at least mentioned them in another 
chapter. Even so, we believe that not all of the potential limitations that 
may have occurred have been mentioned.

As a few “best practice” examples, we can name three studies where 
researchers were aware of all potential limitations, mentioned or justified 
them, acquainted the reader with all information about the respondents, 
and described in detail the research methodology: Rundle et al. (2019), 
Curtis et al. (2021), and Bretag et al. (2019c).

CheCklist

Based on the brainstorming, systematic literature review, and general 
guidelines for survey research described by Rossi et al. (2013), we propose 
the following checklist for the researchers using self-reporting question-
naires about contract cheating.
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• Is a questionnaire the best way to collect data?
• Besides a questionnaire, is there at least one more method used?
• Does the questionnaire contain explanations of all terms?
• Does the survey combine respondents answering in their first lan-

guage and respondents answering in a second language? If yes, are 
the differences addressed?

• Does the survey provide text fields rather than multiple-choice 
options whenever possible?

• Does the survey tool allow the researchers to trace the drop-outs? 
Are the drop-outs sufficiently discussed?

• Are the target groups of the survey appropriate? If excluding some 
target groups, does the research still cover all important aspects?

• Does the gender distribution of respondents correspond to the gen-
der distribution of the examined population?

• In general, does the demographic distribution of respondents cor-
respond to the demographic distribution of the examined population?

• Is the risk of social desirability bias appropriately minimised?
• Does the survey avoid loaded language?
• Does the survey use indicators language rather than direct terms 

naming specific phenomena?
• Is the participation voluntary and anonymous? And are the partici-

pants properly and sufficiently assured about it? Is the informed con-
sent included?

• Did the researchers perform statistical checks on the reliability, valid-
ity, and consistency of questions?

• Did the researchers describe clearly all possible limitations of 
their research?

liMitations of this study

As this chapter deals with the limitations of other studies, it is fair to elabo-
rate on the limitations of this particular study. The biggest limitation is 
undoubtedly the subjectivity of authors. Even though we have long-term 
experience with projects related to academic integrity, we might still be 
unaware of some problems. To mitigate this limitation, we included the 
ENAI survey working group members in the process of creating the list of 
limitations. However, this does not ensure a perfect list either. Even 
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experts working in their own areas may miss some issues. Moreover, group 
brainstorming is prone to expanding mostly on what has already been 
mentioned rather than coming up with new ideas. However, we hope that 
the combined expertise of all of the people involved resulted in a set of 
limitations that is as complete as possible.

Some limitations cannot be revealed from the papers. If the survey 
instrument was not attached (which was the case of most studies), we were 
unable to judge all of the limitations. Therefore, the limitations included 
in the overview table are more minimal than exhaustive. We were also 
unable to judge the language issues if the survey instrument was in a lan-
guage we do not speak or read. And, further to languages, this study cov-
ers only papers written in English. There might be studies published in 
other languages (e.g. theses), which we did not take into account. We 
might also have omitted some research by focusing only on papers indexed 
in Web of Science and Scopus. Having said that, our aim was to collect the 
limitations from research papers only.

Thus, it is again necessary to bear in mind the aim of this study—to 
point out the limitations we consider frequent and important. We are con-
fident that even an incomplete set of limitations will be useful for research-
ers in the area and contributes to the quality of research.

ConClusion

We appreciate the work performed by other researchers and their results, 
and this chapter does not aim to degrade them when pointing out the 
limitations. The aim of this chapter was to point out the possible limita-
tions which, according to our research, are inadequately addressed in most 
papers. Thus, we want to inspire other researchers in this area so they are 
aware of the possible issues and they can pay special attention to them. 
Admitting research limitations is not a shame, it is a good research practice 
that is in harmony with academic and research integrity.

All researchers should bear in mind possible problems in all parts of the 
research and do their best to mitigate them. One part involves research 
methodology, the creation of the survey, its distribution, and the contact-
ing respondents. The next part is data processing and presentation of the 
results in papers. We hope this chapter contributes to increasing the qual-
ity of all parts of the research about contract cheating.
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CHAPTER 4

Essay Mills and Contract Cheating 
from a Legal Point of View

Michael Draper

Essay Mills and ContraCt ChEating froM a lEgal 
Point of ViEw

Essay mills—those individuals or organisations producing work to order 
and often to a precise specification for commercial gain—may take the 
form of an individual creating such work either alone or in partnership 
with others. Essay mills usually function as a writing collective or through 
a corporate structure (Ellis et al., 2018). There are no formalities for a sole 
trader or indeed a partnership to commence trading through such a struc-
ture in the United Kingdom (UK). A company, however, will usually 
require incorporation through a formal process, which in the UK is recog-
nised by and enforced through the Companies Act 2006. The formality of 
incorporation is a common feature globally (DLA Piper, 2021).

A company may not be incorporated for a purpose that is unlawful 
within the incorporating jurisdiction. This of course raises the question as 
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to whether those wishing to incorporate an essay mill within a particular 
jurisdiction will be permitted to do so. In the UK, the uncomfortable 
answer is that there is very likely no impediment to incorporation on this 
ground of illegality or unlawfulness. The reason is that a company is often 
incorporated with a general commercial purpose (the objects clause) as 
opposed to a narrow objects clause —such as the commercial sale of 
bespoke essays or other written work. In the UK, the sale of such bespoke 
essays is not, at the time of writing, unlawful.

The sale of bespoke work to an order based on an assessment question 
is not illegal as a form of fraud. The criminal elements of fraud normally 
involve some form of dishonesty with a view to commercial gain. Draper 
et al. (2017) demonstrated the difficulties of using Section “Rationale for 
Criminal Legal Intervention Against Essay Mills” of the Fraud Act 2006 
to penalise such services and act against essay mills. In essence, this section 
makes it an offence to commit fraud by false representation intending to 
make a gain. It is difficult to apply Section “Rationale for Criminal Legal 
Intervention Against Essay Mills” because of the terms and conditions 
used by these organisations, as well as the impact of those terms and con-
ditions on the tests for dishonesty, intention, and knowledge. Ultimately, 
these tests are necessary to establish criminal liability under the Act.

Essay mills typically use disclaimers stating that the work they provide 
should not be submitted for academic credit as the students’ own work. A 
typical example takes the form of:

The work we provide to you is a perfect model answer to help you to complete 
your own work. You should not submit it directly.

The argument is that such disclaimers utilised by essay mills negate 
dishonest intent and serve to establish their innocence. Both knowledge 
and intention present potential issues in application. Knowledge in crimi-
nal law is a complex concept, entangled by factors such as ‘wilful blind-
ness’, essentially shutting one’s eyes to the obvious. It is unclear what level 
of knowledge would be required to establish criminal liability, and whether 
the application of wilful blindness would be relevant. In practice, any pros-
ecution would turn on its facts and the interaction between an essay mill 
and its client.

Similar uncertainty arises concerning the question of intention. 
Intention means acting to bring about a particular result or acting in the 
face of virtual certainty that the result would come about. Once again, 
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essay mills would refer to their disclaimers, and much would depend on 
the interaction between the essay mill and its client.

Additional factors mitigating against prosecution include concerns of 
public interest and societal need. For any prosecution to take place, a pros-
ecuting authority must be satisfied both that there is a reasonable prospect 
of conviction and that it is in the public interest to bring the case. There is 
little public appetite though for the criminalisation of students regarding 
academic matters although exceptions have been made for assessment 
impersonation.

rationalE for CriMinal lEgal intErVEntion against 
Essay Mills

The criminal law prohibits conduct that causes or threatens the public 
interest. Typically, a new criminal offence would only be considered when 
necessary to prevent or restrict an activity that endangers public safety or 
property, or the welfare or health of individuals.

Academic misconduct or cheating poses a threat to the academic stan-
dards of higher education (HE) institutions, and by extension to the repu-
tation of the entire HE system. It calls into doubt the integrity of 
qualifications awarded to students who achieve their degrees and certifica-
tions through their independent learning and effort. Are these sufficient 
public interest reasons to justify the introduction of a criminal offence 
concerning essay mills and their activity of supply?

The UK government did not think so in 2017:

…although we share the general intent, we are keen to ensure that non- 
legislative methods have been as effective as they can be before resorting to 
creating new criminal offences. If legislation does become necessary, we will 
need to take care to get it right. We have to be absolutely clear about what 
activity should be criminalised and what activity should remain legitimate. 
That requires evidence, discussion[,] and consensus. We do not yet have 
that… The effectiveness of a legislative offence operating as a deterrent will 
depend on our ability to execute successful prosecutions, and as such, we 
will need to be confident about these principles, as well as about who has the 
power to prosecute and how they will capture sufficient evidence. (Baroness 
Goldie, 2017, as cited in Hansard - UK Parliament, 2017)
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Some of the arguments against the introduction of a new criminal 
offence against essay mills are alluded to in the quotation above. Reasonings 
include the proliferation of unnecessary new offences, ensuring that any 
new offence is fit for purpose, and guaranteeing that the impacts and cost 
to the criminal justice system are taken into account (UK Ministry of 
Justice Cabinet Office, 2015).

The prosecution of general offences of fraud involves establishing dis-
honesty on the part of the perpetrator and it may result in prosecutions in 
which students are either involved as witnesses or as defendants. Students 
knowingly and intentionally submit work by a third party for academic 
credit leading to a commercial gain (i.e., employment with students in 
some cases graduating directly into a profession, such as medicine). 
Objectively, this looks like dishonest behaviour, and this uncomfortable 
conclusion has led to the argument that a new offence has the advantage 
of simply targeting the supply rather than the demand side of essay mills.

This is achieved by creating an offence of strict liability removing the 
problems and costs associated with finding evidence of intention, as well 
as the knowledge at the required standard of proof in criminal prosecu-
tions. In the UK, this required standard is for the prosecuting authority to 
establish that it is beyond reasonable doubt that an offence has been com-
mitted (The Crown Prosecution Service [CPS], 2018).1 As recognised in 
common law jurisdictions, an individual or company should not normally 
be found guilty of a criminal offence without a ‘guilty mind’ establishing 
by facts indicating knowledge, intent, or recklessness as to an outcome. 
However, offences may be committed without requiring proof of fault. 
These offences are known as strict liability offences and are usually accom-
panied by a defence of due diligence or honest and a reasonable mistake 
(Australian Law Reform Commission, 2015).

All that a prosecuting authority needs to establish is that the facts fit the 
offence. For example, advertising or providing an essay mill service rather 
than establishing that an essay mill knew or intended that a student would 
submit the supplied work as their own, or where reckless as to that possi-
ble outcome.

1 “When deciding whether there is enough evidence to charge, Crown Prosecutors must 
consider whether evidence can be used in court and is reliable and credible, and there is no 
other material that might affect the sufficiency of [the] evidence. Crown Prosecutors must 
be satisfied there is enough evidence to provide a ‘realistic prospect of conviction’ against 
each defendant” (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2018).
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The difficulties around establishing knowledge or intent in the face of 
disclaimers used by essay mills are illustrated by the fact that despite the 
increased global activity of mills, there has only been one public prosecu-
tion under the specific law established in New Zealand which utilises the 
concepts of knowledge and intent as part of the relevant offences: s.292E 
of the New Zealand Education Act 1989 (Table 4.1).

Responding to a request for information in 2019, the New Zealand 
Qualifications Authority confirmed that there has been one section 
292E-related proceeding (Bean, 2019). However, the existence of the 
offence does act as a statement that regulators take the issue seriously and 
acts as a deterrent.

thE rationalE for lEgislation in thE rEPubliC 
of irEland (irEland)

The relevant legislation was enacted on 23rd July 2019 in Ireland. The 
offence, contained in the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education 
and Training) (Amendment) Act 2019, is modelled on the New Zealand 
legislation. It provides the Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI)2 with 
powers to prosecute a person who provides cheating services as set out in 
s.43A of the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and 
Training) (Amendment) Act 2019 (eISB):

2 The QQI “is an independent State agency responsible for promoting quality and account-
ability in education and training services in Ireland. It was established in 2012 by the 
Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012” (QQI, 2018).

Table 4.1 Relevant section of the New Zealand Education Act 1989

292E offence to provide or advertise cheating services
(1) A person commits an offence if the person provides any service specified in subsection (4) 
with the intention of giving a student an unfair advantage over other students.
(2) A person commits an offence if the person advertises any service described in subsection 
(4) knowing that the service has or would have the effect of giving a student an unfair 
advantage over other students.

Note. Adapted to present legislation taken from New Zealand Education Act 2020 s. 393. E. (NZ)
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(3) A person who does either of the acts specified in subsection (4) with the 
intention of giving an enrolled learner an unfair advantage over other simi-
larly enrolled learners commits an offence.

(5) A person commits an offence if the person advertises that the person 
will perform…

(6) A person commits an offence who publishes…(a) and advertisement 
of any service…

The numbers involved in ‘contract cheating’ in Ireland by buying work 
from essay mills before adopting this new law were challenging to deter-
mine. The Irish Ministry of Education revealed at the time that:

It was very difficult to get statistical information on [the] prevalence of 
usage as ‘it is a form of cheating given that those offering the service will not 
disclose it, those buying it will not, and there is no system-wide recording of 
detected instances of this or any other form of plagiarism’. (Bruton, 2017, 
as cited in O’Brien, 2017)

Quality and standards played a significant part in the argument for the 
creation of new criminal offences. The then Minister for Education and 
Skills, Richard Bruton, recognised that steps had to be taken to stamp out 
cheating in the education system, to also strengthen Ireland’s interna-
tional reputation. Bruton also claimed that the Bill was part of the govern-
ment’s plan to develop and expand Ireland’s education system to become 
a business worth €2.1 billion. This was part of a wider plan to strengthen 
education and training services in the hope that within a decade it would 
become the best in Europe. Bruton considered that standards and reputa-
tion were vital in achieving this (Raidió Teilifís Éireann, 2017).

The QQI is the national agency with responsibility for external quality 
assurance and qualifications across further and HE sectors (Department of 
Education and Skills, 2017). Provided the QQI’s role, this agency recog-
nised the facilitation of cheating by essay mills as a growing threat to the 
integrity of Irish education (eolas Magazine, 2019). While pointing to 
several recent exposures in other jurisdictions, the QQI viewed the cre-
ation of the new offences as a bolster to the reputation of the Irish educa-
tion system. The chief executive officer of the QQI at the time noted:

This is a global problem from which no institution is immune, and QQI will 
work closely with international counterparts, in countries such as the UK 
and Australia, in sharing information and best practice to achieve the best 
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outcomes for the reputation of Irish education and training. (Walsh 2019, 
as cited in eolas Magazine, 2019)

Dr Deirde Stritch, Manager at QQI, in 2019 stated:

The Bill as currently proposed does not set out these offences as strict liabil-
ity offences and I think the rationale behind that is that the legislation, as 
currently formulated, [does not] address essay mills or that type of entity 
exclusively. It is possible, and likely, that those committing these types of 
offences in many instances will be other learners, and/or their family and 
friends and other people who may be assisting, as they view it, a learner and 
so unintentionally landing themselves in this sort of territory. (Stritch, 2019, 
pp. 47–48)

Ireland, therefore, declined the opportunity to adopt the principle of 
strict liability in relation to the offences. This was because of concerns 
relating to the criminalisation of behaviour of those engaged in aiding 
students in assessed work beyond simply those engaged commercially in 
this activity (i.e. essay mills).

A criticism of this approach is that such frameworks may lead to a lack 
of successful prosecutions against essay mills, and thus lessen the impact of 
the offences. However, the value of such offences is that it changes the 
conversation that educational institutions have with their students. For 
instance, purchasing an essay is no longer simply a matter of academic 
integrity but involves the commission of an offence by the essay mill. It 
also changes the conversation with those that advertise or support the 
marketing of essay mills.

At the time of writing, no prosecutions against an essay mill have been 
brought by the QQI. Nonetheless, there has been considerable success in 
cutting off the oxygen of supply through advertising via social media and 
other platforms of essay mill services in Ireland (Stritch, 2021).

What is of interest is the express desire on record of developing educa-
tion and training services to a best in Europe standard and using a frame-
work that includes offences against essay mills as means of achieving such 
an objective. In Australia, however, legislation against essay mills was seen 
as a way of protecting the reputation of an already established global HE 
industry.
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thE rationalE for lEgislation against Essay Mills 
in australia

The Bills Digest noted that the catalyst for action was the following:

The issue of commercial cheating services (often referred to as ‘contract 
cheating’) came to the attention of the Australian Government in November 
2014. This occurred in the wake of media reports about widespread use by 
students of the commercial cheating site ‘MyMaster’. (Ferguson, 2020, p. 3)

The Higher Education Standards Panel (HESP) in Australia subse-
quently made three recommendations including that the government 
should consider introducing legislation modelled on 292E of New Zealand 
Education Act 1989 (Ferguson, 2020).

The Australian government accepted the recommendations and intro-
duced the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) 
Amendment (Prohibiting Academic Cheating Services) Bill. As this Bill 
made its way in the Parliament, the debate was recorded through the offi-
cial Hansard record of the House of Representatives. Reasons given for 
the need for legislation included:

• Protecting the international reputation of the HE sector;
• Protecting access to HE;
• Maintaining the attractiveness of graduates to employers across dis-

ciplines and sectors;
• Barriers to enforcement using existing laws;
• Targeting the supply of cheating services;
• Maintaining the credibility of qualifications and international mobil-

ity of students;
• Strong penalties acting as a deterrence;
• The capacity to block cheating websites making it harder for stu-

dents in Australia to access these services; and
• Ensuring public confidence in the quality of graduates from HE 

institutions and stopping unscrupulous cheating services preying on 
vulnerable students.

Table 4.2 highlights key statements that were selected based on the 
debate in which the TEQSA Amendment (Prohibiting Academic Cheating 
Services) Bill was discussed. The table includes the names of the 
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Table 4.2 Key statements made in the House of Representatives throughout the 
TEQSA Amendment (Prohibiting Academic Cheating Services) Bill debate in 2020

Representative Statement

Dr Katrina Jane Allen 
(Higgins, VIC, of the 
Liberal Party of Australia 
[LP] Party 12:24)

Economically, the provision of education to overseas 
students amounts to $32 billion as an industry. From 2011 
until 2015, domestic enrolments from regional locations 
increased by 17 per cent—this is very pleasing—and 
Indigenous enrolments increased by 38 per cent. One in 
four Australian students are now completing university 
units online (2020, p. 4099).

Dr Katrina Jane Allen 
(Higgins, VIC, of the LP 
Party 12:24)

As our fourth-biggest export, it is crucial that we 
endeavour to maintain confidence and integrity in the 
higher education sector. However, the growth of our 
education sector and the development of technology 
have also coincided with the development of third-party 
academic cheating services. Companies such as MyMaster 
and EssayMill reaped $160,000 in 2014, before being 
investigated (pp. 4099–4100).

Dr Katrina Jane Allen 
(Higgins, VIC, of the LP 
Party 12:24)

The value of our higher education sector relies on us 
protecting its integrity. It will ensure that universities 
remain competitive on a global scale and an attractive 
destination for students and will also make our 
graduates more attractive to our employers (p. 4100).

Ms Celia Monica 
Hammond (Curtin, WA, 
of the LP 12:45)

…., this legislation is aimed at those who provide 
cheating services and not at the students who might use 
such services (p. 4104).

Ms Celia Monica 
Hammond (Curtin, WA, 
of the LP, 12:45)

Ensuring academic integrity in our higher education 
system is of vital importance. The consequences of not 
having a robust and multifaceted approach to ensuring 
academic integrity can result in great damage to the domestic 
and international reputation of Australian higher education. 
It’s also a risk to employers. How do you know that the 
person that you’re employing actually did all of the work that 
led to their qualification? It is a risk to student mobility. 
Once our border restrictions are lifted and our students 
are able to travel internationally to undertake further 
studies, if the academic integrity of our system has been 
put under attack and is in question then the mobility of 
our students, either as students or as graduates, will be 
greatly harmed. It also undermines the integrity of all of the 
certifications (p. 4105).

(continued)
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representatives that made each statement, and the relevant arguments 
were bolded for further reference. Statements are cited verbatim as per the 
available transcription online.

The Prohibiting Academic Cheating Services Bill 2019 (the Bill) 
amended the TEQSA Act 2011 and was passed by Parliament on 26 August 
2020. It formally became law on 3 September 2020. A key definition of an 
academic cheating service is that it:

Means the provision of work to or the undertaking of work for students, in 
circumstances where the work:

(a) Is, or forms a substantial part of, an assessment task that students are 
required to personally undertake; or

(b) Could reasonably be regarded as being, or forming a substantial part of, 
an assessment task that students are required to personally undertake. 
(The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia House of 
Representatives, 2019a, p. 3)

According to the Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia House 
of Representatives (2019), its explanatory memorandum states that:

The definition of academic cheating service limits the types of assistance 
that are prohibited by the Bill to cases where all or a substantial part of an 
assessment task is offered or provided by the service. In practice, this means 
that incidental or inconsequential assistance, advice or example answers that 
might be offered to a student are not at risk of being captured by the new 
offence provisions. Any assistance that did not change the intent or meaning 

Table 4.2 (continued)

Representative Statement

Hon. Kevin John Hogan 
(page, NSW, of the 
National Party of Australia 
[NATS]—assistant 
minister to the deputy 
prime minister, 13:08)

The strong penalties in this bill will significantly deter the 
provision and advertising of academic cheating services. The 
capacity to block cheating websites will make it harder 
for students in Australia to access these services 
(pp. 4108–4109).

Note. Adapted to include statements taken from House of Representatives—Commonwealth of Australia 
(2020, June 12). TEQSA Amendment (Prohibiting Academic Cheating Services) Bill 2019
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of the student’s work would not be prohibited by the Bill. (The Parliament 
of the Commonwealth of Australia House of Representatives, 2019b, p. 11)

As an example, the document suggests that “while editing of a stu-
dent’s work by a third party might be prohibited by institutional policy, it 
would not be prohibited by the Bill so long as it [did not] represent a 
substantial part of the work” (The Parliament of the Commonwealth of 
Australia House of Representatives, 2019b, p. 11).

The explanatory memorandum further notes the following in relation 
to the definition of academic cheating:

[…This definition] limits the types of assistance that are prohibited by the 
Bill to cases where all, or a substantial part, of an assessment task that a stu-
dent is required to personally undertake is offered or provided by the ser-
vice. Because of this, no specific exemptions for types of assistance are 
considered necessary to include in the Bill. (The Parliament of the 
Commonwealth of Australia House of Representatives, 2019b, p. 15)

Unlike New Zealand and Ireland, strict liability in Australia applies to 
the commission of an offence of providing an academic cheating service. 
Additionally, a prosecuting authority does not need to establish the provi-
sion of a cheating service to a particular student. Hence, the prosecuting 
authority simply must establish the facts fitting the offence without refer-
ence to a need to prove intention or knowledge, or that a cheating service 
has been offered or provided to a particular student. Namely, the prose-
cuting authority does not need to establish fault for the elements of the 
relevant offence.

The prosecuting would simply need to prove that the person intended 
to provide, offer to provide, or arranged an academic cheating service and 
that they were reckless as to whether it was provided for a commercial 
purpose. These are important provisions because prosecution would not 
necessarily result in an HE institution becoming a ‘crime scene’ with the 
necessity of a student being a key witness to an offence. At the time of 
writing no prosecutions have been undertaken; although like Ireland, 
additional relevant actions have been taken against online services.

For example, a news article in The Guardian published on 7 July 2021 
reported that “in the first court case of its kind under new laws passed in 
2020, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) is 
seeking to force 51 internet service providers in Australia to block access 
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to Assignmenthelp4you.com” (Taylor, 2021). This news article explains 
that this website not only offers online tutoring and exam prep services, 
but it also provides assignment writing (Taylor, 2021). In October 2021 
TEQSA obtained a federal court order under section 127A of the TEQSA 
Act that required 51 carriage service providers to block access to the web-
site Assignmenthelp4you.com. A key takeaway from this decision is that 
HE institutions and internet service providers should act when they are 
made aware that academic cheating services exist.

thE rationalE for lEgislation against Essay Mills 
in thE unitEd KingdoM

As noted above, the UK government in 2017 did not support the intro-
duction of legislation for the reasons identified, choosing to focus on 
sector- led non-legislative initiatives. However, the case for specific legisla-
tion in the UK to establish bespoke strict liability offences in relation to 
essay mills has been made consistently by scholars in the field (Draper & 
Reid-Hutchings, 2019; Draper et al., 2017; Draper & Newton, 2017).

In June 2020, the Parliamentary Under Secretary of State at the 
Department for Education noted the introduction of legislation in several 
countries. Baroness Berridge (2020) added:

We would be willing to consider supporting any legislation, including a pri-
vate member’s bill, that is workable and that contains measures that would 
eliminate essay mills in ways that cannot be delivered through other means, 
provided that the parliamentary time permitted. (as cited in UK 
Parliament, 2020)

Subsequently in early 2021 Chris Skidmore, former Universities 
Minister, brought a motion for leave to bring in a Parliamentary Bill to 
prohibit the operation and advertising of essay mill services, noting that:

…46 vice-chancellors wrote a joint letter calling for these websites to 
banned. This call is now supported by Universities UK, the Russell Group, 
GuildHE, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education and indeed 
most, if not all, of the higher education institutions and organisations that I 
have had the privilege of working with both as Universities Minister, and 
now as co-chair of the all-party university group. For me, the most passion-
ate advocates of ending essay mills have been the students themselves and 
student unions, which have campaigned determinedly against their opera-
tion. (Skidmore, 2021, as cited in UK Parliament—Hansard, 2021)
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Skidmore also included a reference to the website www.uktopwriters.
com, and spoke about the following findings:

The QAA has revealed today that there are at least 932 sites in operation in 
the UK, up from 904 in December 2020, 881 in October 2020 and 635 
back in June 2018. Their increased presence is even boasted of on a website, 
www.uktopwriters.com, which provides a ‘compare the market’ service. 
(Skidmore, 2021, as cited in UK Parliament—Hansard, 2021)3

The argument for the bespoke legislation was thus framed in the con-
text of strong student support for a ban, the development of a consumer 
style market for essay mills and their services, and the initial success of 
legislation in Ireland and Australia.

The continued growth of essay mill services highlighted by the QAA 
served to demonstrate that the 2017 government preferred approach had 
not worked despite strong sector-led initiatives to combat contract 
cheating.

Consequently, on 16 June 2021, Lord Storey, acknowledging student 
concerns in this area, introduced the Higher Education Cheating Services 
Bill into the House of Lords with cross-party support (as cited in 
Brown, 2021).

The Bill takes a similar approach to that taken in Australia with the 
introduction of a strict liability offence but subject to a defence of due dili-
gence as advocated by Draper et al. (2017). A person would commit an 
offence if they both provide and receive, or reasonably expect to receive, a 
payment, financial reward, or other financial benefit for providing an HE 
‘cheating’ service. A person would also commit an offence if they adver-
tised or published, without reasonable excuse, an advertisement for such a 
service. Nonetheless, they would not be guilty of an offence for doing any 
of the above if they could demonstrate they would not be able to know the 
work could be used in such a way.

3 Further statements suggested that “Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and, most 
recently, Ireland have already taken action to make essay mills illegal in their countries, and 
the Quality Assurance Agency has been in close contact with the countries that have banned 
essay mills to monitor the effect of the ban. The ban is already making a difference. In 
Australia, following legislation, the Edubirdie, EssayShark, and Custom Writings websites, 
for instance, now all state ‘Our service is not available in your region;’ yet, in contrast, they 
all still thrive in the UK” (Skidmore, 2021, as cited in UK Parliament—Hansard, 2021).
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EnforCEMEnt of Cross-bordEr Co-oPEration 
and JurisdiCtional issuEs

Essay mills operate globally and through the internet without reference to 
national borders and threaten the credibility of education systems around 
the world (Fogarty, n.d.). Different jurisdictional interests—regulatory 
and law enforcement—are a factor to be considered in enforcement of 
offences. Broadly criminal offences apply within national jurisdictions only 
and offences do not normally have extraterritorial effect although excep-
tions may apply in relation to tax evasion money laundering and fraud 
which are serious forms of dishonesty. Generally, therefore an offence will 
only be trialable in the jurisdiction in which the offence takes place or has 
a substantial connection to the jurisdiction unless the offence itself enables 
extraterritorial jurisdiction (CPS, 2021).

The Legislation in the Republic of Ireland, Commonwealth of Australia, 
and the proposed legislation in the UK do not expressly refer to extrater-
ritorial effect. Given that essay mills operate globally this is a significant 
barrier to enforcement if the essay mill or individual is a legal entity and 
legally based (domiciled) in another jurisdiction. For this reason, co- 
operation between member states and global social media platforms is 
essential for the successful enforcement of offences.

The QQI has signed a Memorandum of Understanding with its 
Australian sister agency, TEQSA, to share information and offer profes-
sional advice about academic fraud and contract cheating. This type of 
information-sharing arrangement is of limited use in supporting the suc-
cessful enforcement of offences across borders because it does not create 
legally binding relations between the parties or a commitment to assist in 
prosecutions. Notwithstanding obvious limitations, it serves as a useful 
marker as a statement of intent of co-ordinated action against essay mills 
(Walsh & McClaran, 2019). A similar arrangement has been made between 
the QAA and TEQSA (Blackstock & McClaran, 2019).

Demonstrating the importance of such cross-border co-operation 
TEQSA warned the QAA in 2021 that essay mills were seeking to hack 
university websites using malware that directed students to essay mills fol-
lowing similar attempts using malicious code made against HE providers 
in Australia (McKie, 2021).
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The Draft Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers to member 
states on countering education fraud will contain a provision directed to 
the member states of the Council of Europe (2021a). This Draft 
Recommendation encourages international co-operation in the enforce-
ment and prosecution of offences or other forms of legal redress related to 
Education Fraud even if the provision or contract for such services takes 
place wholly outside the member state in which the legal entity is domi-
ciled (Council of Europe, 2021b).

However, it is through co-operation—backed by legislation or other-
wise—with global online platforms such as Facebook, Google, YouTube, 
and PayPal that countries seeking to combat essay mills have seen and are 
likely to see the greatest enforcement success. Action has been taken in 
Ireland and Australia and similarly in the UK with requests by the QAA to 
block essay mill providers (QAA, 2018).
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CHAPTER 5

Leveraging College Copyright Ownership 
Against File-Sharing and Contract Cheating 

Websites

Josh Seeland, Sarah Elaine Eaton, and Brenda M. Stoesz

AcAdemic File-ShAring (AFS)
Many of us engage in our online habits with little conscious thought. As a 
whole, file-sharing is one of the main activities of the Internet, brought to 
the general public’s attention with incidents such as those surrounding 
Napster and the downloading of digital music, which spread the practice 
of file-sharing even further (Danaher et al., 2014). Academic file-sharing 
(AFS), on the other hand, is comparatively recent, and lies “in the digital 
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nature of the practice” (John, 2014, p. 201). Accessing shared files stored 
on other authorised computers is quite different from indiscriminate digi-
tal “reproduction and distribution of files” (John, 2014, p. 203), and the 
latter is the type of file-sharing discussed here, perhaps more accurately 
described as impersonal file transfer. Siegfried (2004) also points out that 
software piracy pre-dates the introduction of the personal computer.

Academic misconduct involving collusion and other types of unauthor-
ised group efforts is well-documented as being nothing new. Rogerson 
and Basanta (2016) contrasted the online platforms used by students to 
trade or otherwise access completed assessments and other academic 
resources for little to no cost against those commanded by online essay 
mills, or commercial contract cheating sites (Lancaster, 2020), which cre-
ate customised assessments for student customers. Students recognise the 
difference between using these two types of platforms (Harrison et  al., 
2021), with an estimated average of 8% of students submitting “custom 
ghost-writing,” whereas 11% submit assessments obtained via file-sharing 
(Curtis et  al., 2021). Bretag et  al. (2019a) placed these activities on a 
spectrum of sharing behaviours (i.e., “buying, selling, or trading notes”) 
to cheating behaviours, with “arranging for another to take one’s exam” 
representing the worst of the “unequivocal cheating behaviours” (p. 4). 
This spectrum suggests differences in intent, severity of misconduct, learn-
ing, copyright implications, and many other metrics between AFS and 
contract cheating.

The fact that file-sharing is a global social norm makes AFS more diffi-
cult to address. Because the number of people who participate in file- 
sharing is high, and its being deemed unethical is not self-evident (Bateman 
et al., 2013), it is logical to expect that many college and university stu-
dents comfortably engage in the activity. Thus, careful education and con-
textualisation of the activity within both copyright and academic integrity 
are advisable.

Factors Influencing File-Sharing

File-sharing sites, marketing themselves as innocuous student collectives 
and crowd-sourced platforms, could be contributing to a student attitude 
of which many may be unaware. Some students may identify with the file- 
sharing culture, one which is said to grow and find cohesion in attempts 
to crack down on and level the term “piracy” against it (John, 2014). The 
Napster debate between music fans and the music industry is said to, at its 

 J. SEELAND ET AL.



63

root, be one of viewing the Internet as either a cultural and public space 
or as a method of bringing a product to the marketplace, respectively 
(Sano-Franchini, 2010). Intertwined with the file-sharing culture is the 
anti-copyright culture, a vocal and global ideology (Martin & Newhall, 
2013). Free-sharing and anti-copyright mindsets in some students may 
have been exacerbated by the hasty move to online learning necessitated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, where postsecondary students and learning 
materials provided by colleges and universities are spread across the globe.

How a person defines themself may apply to their likelihood of engag-
ing in AFS. Membership in, or strong identification with, many types of 
groups increases the likelihood of academic misconduct (Harrison et al., 
2021). This has been well-discussed and researched in the context of aca-
demic integrity policies and their application to students from collectivist 
cultures. Siegfried (2004) also found that the likelihood of engaging in 
software piracy was positively correlated with one’s sense of cultural indi-
vidualism. Bretag et  al. (2019a) found that students who engaged in 
cheating behaviours were also much more likely to engage in sharing 
behaviours.

Colleges, universities, and those working in them are often part of aca-
demic cultures that lag behind those of their students when it comes to 
technological issues such as file-sharing. It, after all, is a culture which 
grew from the digital age (John, 2014), rather than tried to adapt to it like 
education and the entertainment industry have. This would also seem to 
apply to related concepts such as “ownership and intellectual property” 
(Sano-Franchini, 2014, p.  208). In their work on contract cheating, 
Clarke and Lancaster (2013) point out that university students often pos-
sess technical skills ahead of those who teach them. In the context of cul-
tures, this is echoed in Sano-Franchini (2010) citing research about 
technology in general evolving faster than culture and creating a disequi-
librium along the way.

There are many dangers of academic file-sharing. Due to the innocuous 
or even legitimate image file-sharing sites try to create for themselves, 
students may be “knowingly or unknowingly breaching institutional aca-
demic integrity policies in addition to laws that protect areas such as intel-
lectual property and copyright” (Rogerson & Basanta, 2016, p.  274). 
Although some file-sharing sites simply provide a platform for file 
exchange, others provide access to contract cheating services (Lancaster & 
Cotarlan, 2021). Students who circumvent the learning process through 
this practice may “find themselves unfit for professional practice and then 
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may be vulnerable to engaging in unethical behaviours in the workplace” 
(Ellis et al., 2020, p. 465). Unlike possessing entertainment files that were 
not legally purchased, possessing and submitting the academic work of 
another student ultimately “undermines public trust in the operation of 
HEIs [higher education institutions] to graduate students who, having 
been vetted for, can support the intellectual and workforce health of con-
stituent communities” (Locquiao & Ives, 2020, p. 1). Although the tally-
ing of financial loss through file-sharing is usually reserved for large media 
industries, Lancaster and Cotarlan (2021) compiled some figures related 
to universities whose materials had been posted to file-sharing sites. 
Focusing on financial loss, however, may further the perception of higher 
education’s commercialisation and encourage file-sharing among students 
who identify with this view.

Despite the risk of academic misconduct, there are also many reasons 
for using file-sharing sites. Language and communication skills deficien-
cies, time management problems, personal life challenges, and lack of 
interest may all contribute to decisions to cheat (Rogerson & Basanta, 
2016). Dissatisfaction with the learning environment and ample opportu-
nities are two more reasons why students cheat (Bretag et  al., 2019a). 
Engaging in AFS, specifically, is also strongly influenced by student age 
and discipline of study (Bretag et al., 2019a). As a result, students might 
engage in AFS as an act of resistance against their schools or the educa-
tional system in general (Eaton, 2021). Siegfried (2004) showed the rela-
tionship between ethics and software piracy, which parallels file-sharing 
and academic integrity. The author found that many students’ responses 
revealed ethical acceptance of actions, including using other students’ 
computer accounts (50%), selling information from university directories 
(8%), and collusion (57%), which would be deemed academic or non- 
academic misconduct at many colleges and universities.

The commercialisation of higher education may also come into play 
here. Kezar and Bernstein-Sierra (2016) summarise this as higher educa-
tion moving away from a societal public good focus to one of making 
money; this further ties into a similar student mindset of moving away 
from seeing learning as transformational to transactional, or one of cre-
dentialism. Here, students are simply consumers of the product that 
schools are perceived as selling, and academic misconduct is justified in 
order to finish school and make money. File-sharing companies have 
begun to participate in this process by targeting adjunct faculty, sponsor-
ing student events, and even working with universities. Danaher et  al. 
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(2014) discussed the impact of piracy on the media industries, and in 
becoming more commercialised, higher education could be viewed by 
some in the piracy subculture as but another huge industry to undermine 
through file-sharing, specifically of an academic nature.

Added to this already complex set of factors is the fact that not all uses 
of file-sharing sites involve breaking copyright law. For example, students 
may, under the copyright laws of most countries, legally upload their own 
academic work to file-sharing sites if they own the copyright to it. In some 
cases, however, this may constitute facilitating academic misconduct in an 
academic integrity policy as another student could then use it in part or in 
whole and submit it as their own for grades. The student who uploaded 
the file may not know, or care, if or how anyone else uses their work. Many 
academic integrity policies do not deal directly with the complexities of 
AFS, and students, instructors, and administrators may be required to 
apply traditional definitions of plagiarism to the file-sharing practice. 
Again, the recency of AFS technology seems at odds with the slower pace 
of academic culture.

Academic File-Sharing Prevention

There are many ways to help prevent unauthorised AFS among students. 
One way is to contextualise copyright within academic integrity, and both 
concepts in turn within quality assurance frameworks. In this way, aca-
demic integrity becomes a regular measurement of quality curriculum 
(McKenzie, 2019), and is integrated into an institutional procedure. 
Copyright finds a home here with its legal implications for students who 
are uploading to file-sharing sites the quality materials provided to them 
by their educational institution. These contexts then provide further 
frameworks for educating students on both copyright and academic integ-
rity. The UK’s Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for Higher Education 
(2020) proposes recommendations that include education, reduction of 
cheating opportunities, detection of misconduct, and regulations and pol-
icies. Within these recommendations lie opportunities for proactive edu-
cation targeting both students and staff/faculty about academic integrity 
and copyright, ways to reduce and detect academic misconduct and copy-
right violations, and alignment with and development of institutional 
policies.

Many assessment design strategies used to reduce and prevent plagia-
rism can also work for AFS. Bretag et al. (2019b) include individualising 
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and regularly updating assessments as recommendations. Some have 
encouraged scaffolding, multiple assessment types, and the enabling of 
critical thinking in assessments as ways to reduce avenues of academic mis-
conduct (see Velliaris & Pierce, 2019; Stoesz et al., 2022). Bretag et al. 
(2019a) recommend ensuring that students understand assignment 
requirements and receive sufficient feedback on them. More importantly, 
there are also benefits to both teaching and learning in their implementa-
tion (Bertram Gallant, 2016). Ellis et al. (2020) showed decreases in aca-
demic integrity violations associated with using authentic assessment 
methods. Yet, no one method can single-handedly eliminate any type of 
academic misconduct. Rather, educators and their institutions may yield 
incremental improvements in their academic integrity efforts by imple-
menting assessment design strategies (Dawson, 2021).

Educators can help to control the narrative around AFS by discussing it 
proactively. Danaher et al. (2014) suggested encouraging file-sharers to 
share on legal channels, with hallmarks of “timing, convenience, and qual-
ity” (p. 56). In higher education, and in accordance with QAA (2020) 
recommendations, instructors could talk about file-sharing with students, 
specify what can be shared, where, and with whom, and provide a platform 
to do so—within a learning management system, for example. Knowing 
the consequences of AFS and having a viable option may then deter some 
students from engaging in the practice on illicit platforms (Rogerson & 
Basanta, 2016).

As copyright is a legal issue, and academic integrity in most cases an 
ethical one, their intermingling in the context of AFS is here again benefi-
cial to educators wanting to control the narrative within their classrooms. 
Bateman et  al. (2013) suggest tying ethics into the file-sharing debate, 
citing research about the effectiveness in presenting it as a consensus of 
being illegal and ethically wrong.

Along with verbal reduction strategies there are physical ones. Blocking 
access to contract cheating and file-sharing sites through institutional net-
works is another way to reduce AFS (Seeland et al., 2020; TEQSA, 2021), 
but there are advantages and disadvantages to this method. Among the 
advantages are nullifying the marketing and search engine optimisation 
performed by file-sharing and contract cheating sites that often enable 
them to elude existing filters by being identified as “education” or “online 
shopping.” Subsequently, the time-consuming manual organisation of 
URLs requires dedicated and knowledgeable staff, along with cooperation 
from IT colleagues.
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The systematic use of text-matching software may also help prevent 
AFS. By deploying this software as an educational tool, students would be 
given a chance to improve on the academic skill of citing before assign-
ment submission. In this way, comparatively minor misconduct such as 
plagiarism is both contextualised against more serious types of misconduct 
such as collusion and contract cheating, and the need for detection of 
plagiarism and the administration of policy may be reduced (Stephens, 
2016). At the same time, problems with accessing sources for verification 
in cases of suspected AFS (Rogerson & Basanta, 2016) may be reduced in 
having access through the institutional repositories of student assignments 
built when they are analysed for similarity using text-matching software. 
This would provide centralised access for all faculty at an institution should 
an incident of misconduct related to file-sharing arise.

Perhaps most importantly, contextualising copyright within academic 
integrity can provide institutions with a lever for accessing file-sharing 
sites. Suspected academic misconduct and its ethical implications are not 
enough for institutions to be granted access to file-sharing sites. What is 
effective, however, is requesting the removal of materials based on copy-
right violations. With multiple files available, and institutions being a 
searchable parameter on these sites, copyright compliance becomes a mat-
ter of hundreds or thousands of files. Thus, Rogerson and Basanta’s 
(2016) concerns about the identity of uploaders, ownership of the mate-
rial, and access to sources can find in copyright a lever for investigation. 
Once it is known, both proactively and due to the administration of policy 
when applicable, that institutions are monitoring and acting upon both 
their copyrighted material and potential academic misconduct related to 
AFS sites, some students may avoid engaging in this doubly problematic 
behaviour.

copyright implicAtionS

To leverage copyright compliance against file-sharing sites, institutions 
might begin by asking themselves who retains intellectual property: indi-
vidual educators or the institution? In the case of Assiniboine Community 
College (ACC), along with many other colleges in Canada, copyright of 
materials produced by employees is retained by the institution. Therefore, 
individual faculty members do not carry the burden of enforcing copy-
right compliance, and cases of academic misconduct related to AFS were 
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supported by staff with experience in both copyright and academic integ-
rity violations, such as the first author.

In Canada, copyright issues centre on the federal Copyright Act, 
whereas in the US, the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) holds 
sway. At the time of writing, most major AFS and contract cheating sites 
were based in the US, and thus respond to copyright takedown notices 
referencing the DMCA.  Some even reference the related requirements 
when discussing potential copyright violations in the fine print of their 
websites. Many colleges and universities have takedown request templates 
for both Canada and the US, which can be found easily through search 
engines.

An institution’s educational efforts about file-sharing for both students 
and staff can find its footing in copyright. Siegfried (2004) showed a lack 
of student understanding related to concepts such as public domain, fair 
use exemptions (similar to Canada’s fair dealing exemptions), and the dif-
ference between plagiarism and copyright violations. In the case of the 
final example, there is yet another benefit to contextualising copyright 
within academic integrity.

Being careful in how an institution labels AFS is also important. John 
(2014) contrasts this against the term “piracy,” which was likely popular-
ised by governments and the entertainment industry. Martin and Newhall 
(2013) traced the expansion of copyright criminalisation and show how it 
is tied to the entertainment industry and its ability to lobby governments 
to protect its goods from piracy. Mehta (2020) highlighted how another 
large industry, that of academic publishers, seeks to partner with university 
libraries to use surveillance software to protect their own profits from 
piracy on platforms such as Sci-Hub. Higher education may do well to be 
aware of this terminological contrast and larger implications, and how 
contract cheating sites seek to undermine education with their aggressive 
and deceptive advertising. Without at least theoretically situating their 
employers in these other perspectives, educators in colleges and universi-
ties could find themselves and their students as unwitting pawns in a much 
larger and older game.

There are also potential risks in the way copyright issues related to AFS 
are pursued in higher education. For example, file-sharing sites may 
remove a file that an educational institution claims violated their copyright 
ownership, then simply repost a link directing users elsewhere (Martin & 
Newhall, 2013). There are also intricacies in the DMCA, such as lack of 
awareness or financial benefit, which have allowed some file-sharing sites 
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to find safe harbour when faced with prosecution based on copyright 
issues. Finally, many feel that removal of academic files which violate copy-
right laws from file-sharing sites may simply “drive cheating underground, 
making detection harder” (Clarke & Lancaster, p. 223; see also Mansfield- 
Devine, 2010; Rogerson & Basanta, 2016).

Schools and academic integrity organisations could ultimately advocate 
for the mutually beneficial disruption of the predatory world of 
AFS. Martin and Newhall (2013) offer some ideas that institutions could 
consider in their approaches to copyright implications in AFS. “Avoid 
punishing people before they might reasonably be expected to know what 
they’re doing is a crime” (p. 140) seems like good advice given that many 
students do not know about the legal implications of AFS. College and 
university policies could reflect this by having educative approaches to the 
issue. At the time of this writing, one university professor at an American 
institution where faculty hold copyright to their work took a stronger 
approach by suing a student who had uploaded exams to an AFS site 
(Associated Press, 2022). Part of the rationale for the lawsuit was that the 
tests contained copyright warnings against their reproduction.

Martin and Newhall (2013) also suggest having governments, specifi-
cally federal governments, pass laws that target the most prominent pro-
viders of AFS to shut down infringing sites and seize assets, which could 
tie in to existing and proposed legislation regarding contract cheating sites 
and their services being made illegal.

Copyright law may be leveraged to gain access to at least some of the 
popular AFS sites. In their foundational chapter on academic file-sharing, 
Rogerson and Basanta (2016) suggested that without access to the often 
closed communities of AFS, institutions are limited to four approaches in 
their dealing with it: policies, education for students, detection of shared 
and derivative assignments, and prevention through assessment design. 
Copyright law may be a fifth. Again, this not only contextualises copyright 
within academic integrity, but in the case where an institution owns the 
copyright to academic files and monitors their use, it alleviates some of the 
work otherwise placed on instructors trying to ensure copyright law com-
pliance for academic files for which they are the copyright holder.
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leverAging copyright lAw AgAinSt AFS SiteS

After a multi-institutional initiative to block access to AFS and contract 
cheating sites on institutional networks (Seeland et al., 2020), ACC gath-
ered and analysed monthly data on the names and rates of access to dozens 
of sites. The first author of this chapter, in the role of Academic Integrity 
and Copyright Officer, chose one commonly accessed, US-based site that 
could be searched using an internet search engine to reveal over 200 aca-
demic files tagged as relevant to ACC.

Using the site’s own copyright takedown notice information, Seeland 
sent a request for removal of all 200+ ACC files. Though it was felt that 
this would be unlikely to succeed, the reward of convenience would have 
made the little time it took well worth it. A DMCA Compliance Team 
Agent from the site responded quickly, writing that school, department, 
and other categories of mass takedowns were too broad, and that each 
individual file must be mentioned and accompanied by a site URL.

Although some information could be gathered through free previews, 
the number of free previews was limited. To gather the required informa-
tion for all ACC files required an account, as access to the site was 
restricted. Seeland created an “educator” account, the process for which 
required a verification period of over two weeks. Once this happened, the 
same Compliance Team Agent agreed to provide 30 free “unlocks” to 
facilitate the gathering of required information. While this was not enough 
to open each file, the site provided further unlocks for responding to a 
pop-up survey and labelling the file as “helpful,” which it was in the con-
text of this process. Adding unlocks this way allowed the information- 
gathering process to continue.

Sorting the ACC files by date, Seeland prioritised files that appeared as 
ones that students might still be able to use for purposes of academic mis-
conduct. Some of the files were up to two years old, making it less likely 
that the assessment was still being used, and that the student who had 
uploaded it was still enrolled in the college, where the longest programme 
is two years.

The diversity of the files was surprising. Along with completed assign-
ments helpfully prefaced by title pages including student names, there 
were slide decks, assignment instructions, handouts, and even screenshots 
of students’ digital calendars complete with their names. Many of the 
completed assignments were replete with spelling and other errors such 
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that their use in any capacity would likely result in low grades. All files 
were categorised as “homework help” and “test prep.”

As the files were explored in depth, the information required by the site 
for takedown had to be extracted and organised for efficiency. The infor-
mation required included the file name, uploader name, and site URL for 
the file. Surprisingly, many user accounts comprised actual student names 
that could be verified in ACC’s email contact list. This made one wonder 
whether the students using this site did not realise there were copyright 
and academic integrity issues, despite many receiving education on both of 
these aspects, including AFS specifically. The prospect of receiving unlock 
credits to find completed assignments for one reason or another could also 
have been a motivation, and there was also the possibility that the students 
simply did not care about copyright compliance or school policy.

Now came a pivotal moment. While copyright compliance was the lever 
with which access to the site was gained, not every file was a copyright 
concern. For example, assignment instructions with the ACC logo and 
slides created by instructors were especially obvious cases of copyright law 
violation as, when asked in relation to the files as well as at professional 
development sessions on AFS, no instructors indicated that they gave stu-
dents permission to upload to AFS or other sites. On the other hand, it 
was determined in the course of discussions with instructors and their 
administrators that files consisting only of student writing in the form of 
assignments, without the instructions or questions contained, were issues 
of academic misconduct.

In accordance with Martin and Newhall’s (2013) thought on not pun-
ishing individuals over copyright issues and targeting the disruption of 
sites rather than potentially positioning institutions as another merely 
commercial entity like the music and film industries, the files related solely 
to copyright were organised and entered into the site’s takedown forms. A 
handy feature was the ability to have multiple files in one takedown 
request, and with the required information already organised, the process 
was one of quick copying and pasting. Of the over 200 ACC files on the 
site, 22 were deemed copyright violations and added to a single takedown 
request. A mere two days later, the site responded by email with notifica-
tion that all files had been removed from public access, which we con-
firmed. For the files related to academic misconduct, 17 were linked to the 
School of Business, 6 to Hospitality and Tourism, and 3 to Health and 
Human Services. The Chairs of each area were contacted and they con-
firmed if the assignments were in use, by which instructor, and in some 
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cases due to the title page or real student username from the file-sharing 
site, if the student was still enrolled at the college.

At the time of this process, the academic integrity policy at ACC 
included a type of academic misconduct called “facilitating academic dis-
honesty.” The instructors involved did not feel that other students had 
used the uploaded assignments in any capacity. It was decided that stu-
dents who had uploaded files to the file-sharing site would receive the 
sanctions at this level, which were minor and educative in that they 
included being told about the copyright and policy implications of upload-
ing to such sites. These students, however, were flagged as first “offend-
ers” and consequences for subsequent academic misconduct incidents 
would be more severe. Most of the classes in which the students were 
studying also had a workshop to clarify the differences between copyright 
compliance and academic misconduct related to AFS using anonymised 
case studies. Almost all students who uploaded files to the site had 
uploaded multiple files, and as such, most had their user accounts termi-
nated by the site as per its own policy related to repeated copyright 
violations.

As instructors were now aware that some of their assignments had been 
compromised, they were not only more vigilant in trying to identify this 
type of misconduct, but perhaps more importantly were now eager to 
refresh assignments to make sharing and uploading less appealing to stu-
dents. Instructors and Chairs involved in this process became much more 
interested in matters related to academic integrity, and in some cases began 
participating in the ACC Academic Integrity Advisory Committee. An 
educative module on related policy in an orientation course for all full- 
time students now contains information to clarify these intricacies for stu-
dents. A remedial module with related materials for students having 
engaged in this type of academic misconduct has been created.

A recent policy revision changed the name of this type of AFS miscon-
duct to “facilitating academic misconduct” rather than “facilitating aca-
demic dishonesty” and clarified both the meaning and educative nature of 
the sanctions. Intentional sharing of assignments, or misconduct involving 
tests and exams, both on and off AFS sites, would fall under a higher level 
or different type of misconduct, depending on the situation. This aligns 
with Bretag et al. (2019b) in that sharing behaviours like the indiscrimi-
nate uploading of notes to an AFS site fall lower on the outsourcing spec-
trum, with providing or receiving exam assistance on the higher and more 
serious end of the spectrum.
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In applying the crucial research and evidence generated by universities, 
colleges, and the practitioners working at them, do often seem to be able 
to implement change with an agility less common at universities. This 
institutional agility is further enabled at colleges where the copyright of 
learning materials is owned by the institution. Although their focus was on 
colleges in Australia, the US, and the UK, Bretag and Harper (2020) 
called for more research on the college environment in general—be that 
students or educators—in relation to contract cheating and, more broadly, 
academic integrity. Perhaps this chapter will provide a small step towards 
their suggestion that “university educators would benefit from the oppor-
tunity to learn from college staff in a number of areas” (Bretag & Harper, 
2020, p. 135).

concluSion

AFS remains a growing and problematic issue in academic integrity. 
Copyright compliance provides a lever to access file-sharing sites that are 
often otherwise restricted, and for institutions which own the copyright to 
their learning materials, contextualising it within academic integrity may 
increase institutional agility in academic integrity. Once accessed, the take-
down process for files related to copyright violation is relatively simple and 
fast. Pursuing legal actions against individual students over copyright 
compliance may inadvertently cause colleges and universities to side with 
large entertainment companies in a financial battle against file-sharing, 
and exacerbate the commercialisation of higher education, especially 
among students who identify with the file-sharing culture. Taking an edu-
cative approach towards the impersonal type of AFS described here allows 
for students to learn about the process and contrasts it against serious 
forms of academic misconduct involving intentional ethical choices that 
may take place on the same websites, such as contract cheating and collu-
sion. By monitoring AFS websites and pursuing copyright compliance for 
institution-owned resources, support staff can contribute to the mainte-
nance of academic integrity at their institutions and generate yet another 
incremental improvement.
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CHAPTER 6

The Encouragement of File Sharing 
Behaviours Through Technology and Social 

Media: Impacts on Student Cheating 
Behaviours and Academic Piracy

Ann M. Rogerson

Instances of student cheating can include the sharing and trading of assess-
ment and course content by current and former students. Through peer- 
to- peer file sharing some of this work can end up presented as the work or 
answers of others by downloading the material and ultimately being sub-
mitted for grading. These activities are just some that can be considered as 
contract cheating behaviours (Bretag et al., 2019). After identifying some 
materials and their file sharing sources during grading, I took the oppor-
tunity to highlight that instances of students uploading and downloading 
academic content were an area of concern at a plagiarism conference in 
2014 (Rogerson, 2014). During the conference I described the concept 
of file sharing as occurring when academic lecture materials, notes, 

A. M. Rogerson (*) 
Faculty of Business and Law, University of Wollongong,  
Wollongong, NSW, Australia
e-mail: annr@uow.edu.au

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022
S. E. Eaton et al. (eds.), Contract Cheating in Higher Education, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_6

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_6&domain=pdf
mailto:annr@uow.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_6


78

assessment tasks, answers, and responses are shared, swapped, and traded 
over internet-based sites in fee, free, or barter (credit/exchange) arrange-
ments (Rogerson, 2014; Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016). File sharing sites 
housing educational materials can also be known as “crowd sourcing sites, 
study aid sites and peer-to-peer platforms” (Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021, 
p. 2) and have extended their range of materials to include e-books (Lee 
et al., 2019). 

This chapter continues the discussion of student file sharing behaviours 
and their relationships to contract cheating and academic piracy when file 
sharing is facilitated through technology. I expand the discussion about 
the confusion that continues to exist for students when file sharing or 
sharing of content and materials appears to be acceptable behaviour or the 
norm in society (e.g., via social media). However, the sharing and trading 
of materials, content and answers are not considered a norm or permissi-
ble in all educational contexts (Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016). Sharing of 
materials can facilitate collusion, contribute to contract cheating and other 
breaches of academic integrity, as well as undermine copyright and 
acknowledgement practice (Dixon & George, 2021; Lancaster & Cotarlan, 
2021; Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016). This chapter goes on to discuss the 
implications of file sharing behaviours beyond higher education, consider-
ing whether we as educators are sufficiently preparing students for organ-
isational life where the sharing of organisational knowledge is not 
acceptable for proprietary, commercial confidentiality, or privacy reasons.

File Sharing and academic integrity

Encouragement of file sharing behaviours can occur on several fronts. 
Some are legitimate such as educators setting collaborative assessment 
tasks and students using social media to facilitate group work (e.g., Khan 
et al., 2016) and where it is recognised as a supportive communication 
mechanism to facilitate interactions with fellow students and teachers 
(Bretag et al., 2019). Social media platforms can also be incorporated to 
form part of the assessment task (e.g., Hull & Dodd, 2017). However, 
there is a darker side to file sharing where students are encouraged to 
upload educational content for profit, credit, or benefit regardless of 
whether or not the student holds the copyright or intellectual property 
ownership in the materials being shared (Dixon & George, 2021; Lancaster 
& Cotarlan, 2021; Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016). Sharing sites operating 
in this manner are exploiting the ‘sharing economy’ (Richardson, 2015), 
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promoting themselves as providing help and assistance when in fact these 
sites are facilitating contract cheating (Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021).

In examining the concept of student academic file sharing with Giselle 
Bassanta in a chapter titled ‘Peer-to-Peer File Sharing and Academic 
Integrity in the Internet Age’ in the Handbook of Academic Integrity 
(Bretag, 2016), we noted that the “lines are blurring between what is and 
is not appropriate to share, inform, re-use, trade, swap, or sell in an aca-
demic context” (Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016, p. 275). If anything, mea-
sures of appropriateness have become even blurrier with software providers 
such as Apple® and Microsoft® providing prompts in programs and appli-
cations that encourage users to ‘copy, paste, share’ when they hover over 
words and phrases. Although the software providers advertise that the 
functionality is designed to facilitate transferring of material between per-
sonal devices, this type of language tacitly legitimises sharing behaviour as 
something that is a normal practice. Further tacit endorsement is estab-
lished when institutions provide students with free user licences to pro-
grams provided by these companies and students use computers and 
handheld devices for study and assessment.

Social aSpectS oF Sharing

The global COVID-19 pandemic has increased and accelerated the use of 
technology in educational contexts and shifted educational activities from 
the campus and classroom to home and computer-mediated social spaces 
(Eaton, 2020). The social connectedness students usually achieve by com-
ing to campus also assists with engaging in institutional resources and 
services to support their learning (Won et al., 2021). When these interac-
tions are missing, however, students must rely on other methods to con-
nect. As students turn to social media to replace physical social 
connectedness, they may also reach out for help, or seek interactions that 
can facilitate collaborative learning, and the transfer of resources (Ansari & 
Khan, 2020). When coupled with social media platforms that promote 
content based on search word algorithms, the sites seeking to profit from 
hosting file sharing communities merely need to promote their services 
through a social media platform to reach new potential contributors and 
users, therefore extending their ethically questionable practices.

This is where the key difference is in the academic integrity space. 
Sharing sites masquerading as sharing centres are designed to profit own-
ers, who employ ‘aggressive marketing practices’ (White, 2020). Students 
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sharing information (and in many cases materials where they do not own 
the copyright) are doing so to gain profit or credit to spend, barter, or 
exchange to gain information, and in the end seeking an unfair advantage 
over fellow students. Students are not necessarily aware or educated in 
how to distinguish between for profit versus sanctioned sharing or genu-
ine support sites promoted by their educational institution. Using the lan-
guage of help and support adds a notion of legitimacy to the operation of 
sharing sites whilst they seek to undermine the very operations they are 
trying to imitate (Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021; Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016).

Student help-Seeking BehaviourS and Social media

The help-seeking literature provides a useful insight into the motivations 
that underpin student help-seeking behaviours. Instrumental help-seeking 
behaviours indicate that a student is seeking help to reduce the subsequent 
need for assistance, for example not needing explanation or clarification. 
In comparison, executive help-seeking behaviours (also referred to as 
expedient help-seeking behaviours) refer to students seeking the answers 
to problems as a way of avoiding doing the work themselves (Bailey & 
Withers, 2018; Karabenick, 2004; Nelson-le Gall, 1985). Therefore, social 
media platforms provide a way to connect the help-seeking and help- 
giving through facilitating connections via technology. Some studies prior 
to the COVID-19 pandemic examined how students used social media for 
peer-to-peer knowledge sharing purposes (Asterhan & Bouton, 2017), 
how Twitter® was used to improve learning experiences (Hull & Dodd, 
2017), or how instant messaging assisted students to clarify ambiguities 
while establishing social bonding (Nkhoma et al., 2018). However, even 
prior to the pandemic other studies had already established the link 
between deviant social media behaviour and breaches of academic integ-
rity (Amigud & Lancaster, 2019) and collective cyber-cheating behaviours 
(Parks et al., 2018).

While the notion of ‘helping’ others may contribute to students partici-
pating in unauthorised or illegal file sharing activities, there is also the 
issue of helping as a potential neutralisation factor. Neutralisation tech-
niques are a form of deviant consumer behaviour where individuals excuse 
or justify their actions to alleviate their guilt associated with a specific 
action which would breach societal norms and the norms they usually 
espouse (Harris & Daunt, 2011). Deviant behaviours are neutralised 
through techniques such as denying responsibility by placing the blame 
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for the action on others, denying that there is victim associated with the 
action, and placing the demands of social groups and associations ahead of 
society at large (Sykes & Matza, 1957). In a study of e-book piracy, it was 
noted how individuals who use neutralisation techniques are “more 
inclined to blur their moral boundaries” to justify their actions to use the 
internet for “free download, uploading, creating or sharing of electronic 
books” (Lee et al., 2019, p. 302). Through the use of neutralisation tech-
niques “feelings of guilt or shame from participation in digital piracy” are 
removed (Lee et al., 2019, p. 302). It could be that students’ notions of 
helping others, or responding to requests for assistance over social media 
platforms, overcome their sense of judging whether sharing material that 
they do not own is wrong or has the potential to be misused to breach the 
policies and principles associated with academic integrity.

technology, Social media, and File Sharing

The internet and social media platforms have accelerated the access to and 
accessibility of content but educating students about what is and is not 
appropriate to share has not kept pace with the breadth, extent, and 
growth of sharing facilitated by technology. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has driven education to rely on technology to take the place of in-person, 
on campus delivery of lectures, workshops, practicums, labs, or tutorials 
limiting opportunities for students to interact in the same physical location 
(Eaton, 2020).

However, social media platforms continue to deliver mechanisms for 
students to connect and stay connected, while on the flip side providing 
greater reach for sharing and cheating platforms and behaviours. The 
rapid transition to remote learning took place without the time for plan-
ning or consideration of the potential impact on student sharing behav-
iours or intentions. As indicated by articles issued over 2020 and 2021, 
sharing behaviours have increased, leading to academic integrity breaches 
of cheating and collusion (e.g., Comas-Forgas et al., 2021; Eaton, 2020; 
Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021).

The internet-based sites encouraging students to share are appealing to 
them directly, or through social media to ‘help’ others while helping 
themselves. The use of language and persuasive rhetoric designed to 
attract and encourage engagement (Rowland et al., 2018) does not high-
light the risks of participating in sharing behaviours of this nature, with the 
caveats and disclaimers hidden in fine print or terms and conditions (Dixon 
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& George, 2020). Inappropriate or unsanctioned file sharing undermines 
the principles of academic integrity and in some cases breaks the law in 
jurisdictions where copyright provisions and intellectual property rights 
are upheld (Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016). If we are encouraging students 
to collaborate in some classes while trying to promote that students do 
not inappropriately share content they may have written up as notes or 
submitted for assessment, students can be left confused or conflicted as to 
what they should and should not do.

File Sharing aS academic piracy

Piracy of media (e.g., music, movies, and images) has been identified as an 
issue with students (and others) with the inappropriate sharing or illegal 
use of intellectual property and sharing of content which has been 
described as ‘digital piracy’ (Jackman & Lorde, 2014). This type of shar-
ing and use ignores the copyright holders’ rights to income and royalties 
for creative content. The use of pirated content even for individual enter-
tainment purposes is for personal gain for the user in access to content 
without paying a fee, or via a greatly reduced rate compared to a commer-
cial and legal purchase (Tyrowicz et al., 2020). Although studies demon-
strate that the presence of legal means of entertainment downloads reduces 
the instances of pirated media usage through relatively affordable sub-
scription services such as Netflix® (Nhan et al., 2020), the question of cost 
was shown to influence the decision to access and use pirated content 
regardless of the legal implications of partaking in the activity (Jackman & 
Lorde, 2014; Lee et al., 2019). File sharing sites provide options to stu-
dents to barter for content thereby negating the cost issue through 
uploading content to earn credit to download other content, while pro-
viding mechanisms for payment by piece or subscription (Dixon & George, 
2021; Rogerson & Bassanta, 2016).

For those hosting the sites and sharing there is also the potential for 
further financial gain through revenue from advertising placed or pro-
moted through the internet-based sites. This is no different from the 
approach of paraphrasing tool sites, which promote free but not necessar-
ily quality services (Rogerson & McCarthy, 2017). Where file sharing sites 
are hosting, providing, bartering, or exchanging academic content not 
owned by an individual, it becomes another form of digital piracy, but 
more correctly academic piracy.
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The peer-to-peer sharing sites, and those using them, will argue for the 
right of a student to share notes and answers to assessment tasks as it is 
their own copyright. However, the fact is that much of the content shared 
over the file sharing sites is the original work of an individual academic or 
educational institution. In addition, much of the content being uploaded 
to earn credit is already available to students for free via their institutional 
repositories. Reuse or exploitation of this work without permission for 
personal gain equates to academic piracy. Students do not hold the copy-
right in materials such as assessment or examination questions, exemplars, 
sample papers, course outlines, and lecture slides, yet file sharing sites 
accept this content without question and hold it behind membership pay-
walls. In trying to attract students to use the sites, the materials can be 
identified through subject and institutional searches over the internet 
(Dixon & George, 2021). Then begins the task of lodging Digital 
Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) take-down notices (DMCA, n.d.) to 
have content removed. Unfortunately, the time to identify and then enact 
these take-down requests means that the content is available for access 
during assessment periods, which can be used inappropriately by students.

implicationS For Future practice

From an educational perspective academia needs to determine better ways 
to ensure that intellectual property of academics and the institution are 
better protected. This will mean cultivating and educating individuals 
about ways to guard content delivered and accessible online to make it less 
attractive as a target for sharing (Petrescu et al., 2018). This may include 
taking additional steps to watermark, add logos, disclaimers, or other 
commentary to make it more difficult for students to share content down-
loaded from the institutional learning platforms or websites (Sheridan & 
Rogerson, 2020). From a student perspective, students need to be edu-
cated about appropriate sharing versus inappropriate sharing just as we 
seek to enlighten students to the consequences of breaching academic and 
educational integrity.

Leveraging the socialisation of sharing practices to undermine the 
frameworks of appropriate use and authorial acknowledgement of the 
reuse of materials have implications far beyond education. While students 
bring their societal and educational norms into their learning experiences, 
and have those norms shaped and sometimes reinforced throughout their 
studies, they can equally retain those norms when transitioning to work 
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and environments outside of education (Guerrero-Dib et  al., 2020). 
Herein lies the danger that students are not necessarily cognisant or 
remaining aware of what is and is not appropriate to share and this area 
warrants further investigation.

There is a lack of awareness of what happens when data, intellectual 
property, or even ideas are shared through habit (such as norms estab-
lished through social media usage) rather than acknowledging that organ-
isational related information is proprietary information and therefore not 
shared or disclosed at the whim of an individual. Specific non-disclosure 
agreements may highlight to individuals that certain sets of data will place 
an organisation at risk if shared. However, the general requirements of 
confidentiality provisions that form part of employment contracts (specify-
ing that information belongs to the organisation and is not to be shared 
without specific permission) are lesser known and more at risk of being 
breached. This risk is heightened where individuals rely on their previous 
experiences where they consider that sharing is considered a social and 
behavioural norm.

Therefore, what applies in a social setting does not necessarily translate 
to an educational or professional setting. Studies such as Guerrero-Dib 
et al.’s (2020) demonstrate that there is a link between breaches of aca-
demic integrity and future workplace ethical behaviour, although this 
study was confined to examining this phenomenon in relation to cheating, 
copying, falsification, the use of unauthorised support, and plagiarising or 
paraphrasing without the use of citations. The issue of inappropriate shar-
ing of materials or use of shared materials was not incorporated into the 
study but would be of interest and use to both educators and 
organisations.

There are increasing calls that higher education institutions should bet-
ter prepare individuals for their working lives beyond university (e.g., the 
2020 Australian legislation around the Jobs Ready Graduate Package 
[https://www.dese.gov.au/job- ready/improving- higher- education- 
students]). Seeking to uphold academic standards through education 
about appropriate sharing behaviours is an urgent situation to be addressed 
particularly through educative approaches to managing academic integrity 
issues. Institutions also need to ensure that file sharing contexts of aca-
demic integrity breaches are covered in policies and procedures. The mis-
appropriation of content that is not owned or authored by a student for 
sharing and/or personal gain is something that needs to be classified for 
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what it is—academic piracy and couched on those terms to emphasise the 
inappropriate and illegal aspects of the behaviour.

Future reSearch

What is not clear is the impact that social media platforms and technology 
providers that openly encourage sharing behaviours with aspects of per-
sonal life have on students’ intentions to share materials related to aca-
demic courses of study. This plays upon sharing as being a norm. 
Alarmingly, technology providers such as Apple® and social media plat-
forms such as WhatsApp, Instagram, and Snapchat encourage sharing 
behaviours between individuals. There are no caveats or warnings about 
the risks of sharing certain materials or prompting a question whether the 
individual sharing content has the legal right to do so.

Consequently, future research looking at peer-to-peer file sharing in the 
education sphere should consider the copyright question (where this 
applies in relevant jurisdictions) and as the socialisation of sharing, and 
more particularly how file sharing as a normal practice is misleading in 
educational and professional contexts. This may be more difficult for stu-
dents to understand where their country or jurisdiction does not have or 
uphold copyright provisions. Studies into the type and classification of file 
sharing as academic piracy may have a greater impact on developing an 
awareness and countering the practice. The success and reduction of piracy 
may provide some insight into how we can get students to understand and 
accept the inappropriateness of sharing and using content that they do not 
own. We also need a greater understanding of what materials are being 
shared, when decisions to share take place, and whether neutralisation 
notions such as ‘helping others’ contribute to an intention to participate 
in file sharing and academic piracy. Other studies could examine the effec-
tiveness of discussions and assessment tasks that consider and demonstrate 
what is or is not appropriate to share.

concluSion

The failure to properly educate students on appropriate and ethical shar-
ing behaviours in educational contexts contributes to instances of aca-
demic misconduct and breaches of academic integrity through contract 
cheating. While peer interactions can benefit educational outcomes, they 
can also contribute to cases of collusion when the boundaries of support 
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and assistance are not clear. The implications of unauthorised and inap-
propriate file sharing also carry broader risks to organisational knowledge 
management, privacy provisions, and the protection of intellectual prop-
erty as demonstrated in cases of media (digital) piracy. This is a societal risk 
beyond the confines of academic and educational environments. The risk 
to organisational information loss and competitive advantage is real, just 
as the risk of file sharing in an academic environment diminishes the value 
placed on knowledge, intellectual property, and originality of thought and 
academic achievement. As noted in 2016, the imperative remains that we 
need to openly discuss and confront the issue and implications of file shar-
ing with students while developing their capacity for discernment and 
judgement on what is and is not appropriate to share (Rogerson & 
Bassanta, 2016).
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CHAPTER 7

Higher Education Assessment Design

Wendy Sutherland-Smith and Phillip Dawson

Technologies have disrupted educational experiences for both staff and 
students over many years. Institutions have adopted various technologies 
to maintain relevance for the increasingly digital world. This includes vari-
ous elements of assessment design. To add to this disruption, COVID-19 
has created further challenges for learning, teaching, and assessment. At a 
time where many nations have resorted to online delivery of all facets of 
education, in lieu of any face-to-face contact, assessments have necessarily 
been provided via technology. Such wholesale disruption to assessment 
regimes is confronting and stressful but also offers opportunities to rei-
magine assessment design in profoundly new ways. Although peer- 
reviewed evidence of an increase in rates of cheating during the global 
pandemic is only now emerging (e.g., Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021), the 
hasty shift online has likely created just the right circumstances for stu-
dents to outsource a variety of assessments for a multitude of reasons such 
as stress, increased isolation, boredom, struggling to cope with study, or 
trauma of life in lockdown.

W. Sutherland-Smith (*) • P. Dawson 
Centre for Research in Assessment and Digital Learning (CRADLE), Deakin 
University Australia, Geelong, VIC, Australia
e-mail: wsuther@deakin.edu.au; p.dawson@deakin.edu.au

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022
S. E. Eaton et al. (eds.), Contract Cheating in Higher Education, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_7

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_7&domain=pdf
mailto:wsuther@deakin.edu.au
mailto:p.dawson@deakin.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_7


92

Assessment success is a key driver for students’ actions. Students must 
pass assessments to progress through courses, no matter where they sit in 
the education hierarchy. As Boud (1995) observes, “Students can, with 
difficulty, escape from the effects of poor teaching, they cannot (by defini-
tion if they want to graduate) escape the effects of poor assessment” 
(p. 35). Therefore, as Ramsden (1992) states, assessment “always defines 
the actual curriculum” for students (p. 187). This means that assessments 
can drive choices students make about which tasks are essential to com-
plete and which are not and allocate time and effort accordingly. Therefore, 
it is important to understand the assessment design features that motivate 
students to complete tasks or, perhaps, decide to outsource or contact 
cheat them.

In this chapter we use both the terms ‘outsourcing’ and ‘contract cheat-
ing’. Contract cheating is when students can have original work produced 
for them by online auction sites, which they can submit as their own work. 
Often this involves payment (see Lancaster & Clarke, 2008). ‘Outsourcing’ 
includes online sites but also includes friends or family who can undertake 
part or whole of the assessment task. Outsourcing is a broader view than 
contract cheating (Awdry, 2021). This distinction is useful when consider-
ing research that indicates students do not just use auction sites or pay for 
assessments when submitting work that is not their own (Bretag et  al., 
2019; Rowland et al., 2018).

What We KnoW about assessment 
and ContraCt Cheating

We can learn many lessons for assessment design from prior research about 
students outsourcing work and cheating on assessments. Some key find-
ings we know are:

 1. Some task designs are more likely to be outsourced than others
Bretag et al. (2019) surveyed 14,086 students about outsourcing 

behaviours. They asked students about their perceptions of the like-
lihood of 13 different assessment tasks being contract cheated. 
Assessments included a range of tasks such as research essays, time 
limited tasks, small graded tasks (like weekly online quizzes), in-class 
tasks, real- world tasks, vivas (oral defences), and reflections. They 
found four tasks that were the least likely to be cheated or out-
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sourced by students: in-class tests, personalised tasks, vivas, and 
reflections on practical placements. It is important to note that the 
researchers are not claiming that these four tasks cannot be out-
sourced, but rather that assessments designed to be personal, unique, 
seek student voice (reflections or orals), are less likely to be out-
sourced. The researchers also found that heavily weighted assess-
ments, including invigilated exams, or those with short turnaround 
times were perceived by students to provide many cheating oppor-
tunities. Earlier research also found that students reported outsourc-
ing invigilated exams “at higher rates than any other type of 
cheating” (Bretag et  al., 2019, p. 685). Bretag et  al. (2019) also 
claimed that students may seek to justify outsourcing unsupervised 
small tasks, like online quizzes, as they count little towards final 
grades and low weightings may signal a lack of importance in the 
students’ assessment priorities. This is important when linked to 
Ramsden’s (1992) idea that students decide what is essential assess-
ment to complete and what is not in determining their own curricu-
lum priorities.

 2. Authentic assessment design is not immune from cheating
Bretag et al. (2019) also probed the oft-touted solution of deter-

ring cheating or outsourcing—authentic assessment tasks. They 
found that students were least likely to outsource three assessment 
designs—those related to professional development skills; practicum 
reflections; and tasks where there is no right answer. The research 
team concluded that “it appears that authenticity alone is not suffi-
cient for reducing the perception that an assessment task may be 
outsourced” (p.  687). Similarly, Baird and Clare’s (2017) study 
found that a highly authentic task alone did not completely deter 
students from outsourcing behaviours. They implemented several 
interventions in response to contract cheating allegations in a large 
compulsory undergraduate unit of study. The researchers used ratio-
nal choice theory from criminology, which centres on students 
weighing the risk in choosing whether to cheat or not in certain 
situations. After re-designing a 40% weighted task using interven-
tions calculated to encourage students to complete the task them-
selves, they found academic integrity breaches decreased (from 183 
to 27 cases) but did not cease entirely. The authors concluded that 
“the case study presented highlights the importance of assessment 
design to reduce contract cheating” (2017, p. 14). At a macro level, 
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Ellis et al. (2019) provided what is likely the most damning evidence 
for authentic assessment as an anti-contract cheating strategy: evi-
dence from the cheating sites themselves that authentic assessments 
make up a significant proportion of assignments that are pro-
duced and sold.

 3. Invigilated exams are not a panacea to cheating
Harper et al. (2021) examined students’ self-reported cheating 

behaviours on various tasks as well as teachers’ self-reported detec-
tion of cheating. Most interestingly, they found that students 
reported commonly cheating in exams, particularly multiple-choice 
exams, yet academic staff rarely detected exam cheating. Whilst stu-
dents reported slightly fewer cheating behaviours in written assess-
ments, academic staff detected more cheating, particularly in text 
dense tasks such as essays and reports. Whilst much debate raged in 
the academic community about whether returning to examinations 
would combat cheating, this study reports that students indicated 
they could, and did, cheat more on examinations than other forms 
of assessment.

This finding is of grave concern given the increasing number of 
multiple- choice tests and heavily weighted examinations permeating 
higher education as class sizes increase, marking staff decrease and 
computer-marked assessments (like multiple-choice exams) become 
an economic reality for institutions. When viewed through the lens 
of consequential validity—the impacts of an assessment beyond its 
ability to measure learning (Sambell et al., 1997)—student cheating 
behaviour cannot be divorced from the characteristics of an assess-
ment. In the next section we explore what Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT), a theory of motivation, offers in relationship to stu-
dent behaviour and motivation to cheat or not as a focus in rethink-
ing assessment design.

self-determination theory (sdt)
What motivates a student to complete, or not complete, an assessment 
task themselves should be an important consideration in assessment 
design. Historically, much of the thinking and practice in assessments have 
been predicated on the supposed motivating powers of marks and grades: 
that in exchange for payment in the form of a good mark, students will do 
the necessary work (Kohn, 1999). Building on behaviourism (Skinner, 
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1965) and social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976), a range of arguments 
have been mounted that external pressures can be used to motivate, shape, 
or control students’ behaviour to do assessments themselves, either 
through rewards (such as competitive grades, prizes, or course entry) or 
through punishments (failure, institutional penalties, or denial of 
course entry).

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), we believe, is in stark contrast to 
theories underpinning many current manifestations of assessment design—
high-stakes testing and performance accountability of teachers, assessment 
designers, and students. The idea that high-stakes rewards or punishments 
will motivate all parties in the learning journey to perform more effectively 
has been shown to be flawed (Boud et al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2020). We 
support SDT’s proposition that high-stakes testing regimes increase pres-
sure on students and can reduce their motivation and can “promote vari-
ous types of ‘gaming’” (2012, p.  431), which includes cheating and 
outsourcing of work to others.

We consider that SDT offers many institutions the opportunity to 
rethink assessment design placing the three basic psychological needs of 
students: autonomy, competence, and relatedness at the design core. 
These three elements act as “essential nutriments” (Deci & Ryan, 2012, 
p. 423) for student learning growth, motivation to undertake assessments, 
and well-being. As Ryan and Deci (2020) explain, autonomy means an 
individual’s sense of ownership over their own actions, such as undertak-
ing experiences of educative value. In educational settings, autonomy is 
undermined where a student feels externally controlled through reward 
and punishment systems. Competence refers to an individual’s sense of suc-
ceeding or growing towards mastery of knowledge, content, and skills. It 
is supported by meaningful intellectual pursuits and challenges as well as 
positive, effective feedback. Relatedness means a person’s sense of belong-
ing or connection and is often achieved through feeling valued, respected, 
or cared about in learning environments. These three key interrelated 
needs fuel an individual’s motivation (called autonomous motivation) 
which is key in a student’s decision to complete assessments or not. In 
short, if students feel motivated and supported to undertake assessment 
tasks themselves, then they are more likely to do so, rather than out-
source them.

One reason SDT is well suited as a theoretical base to explore outsourc-
ing and cheating is that it can be applied across relationships between 
students, teachers, and assessment design. For example, SDT assumes that 
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generally students are curious, keen to learn and gain knowledge or skills. 
This motivates them to high levels of function (autonomy) if they are 
engaged in meaningful learning tasks (competence) and are socially sup-
ported in their learning (relatedness). Assessment design can contribute to 
all three elements including structuring the necessary autonomy support 
from teachers. Of course, SDT recognises that some students do not dis-
play curiosity or engagement either some, or all the time, lack self- 
motivation and can display dissatisfaction. We consider rethinking 
assessment design with SDT at the heart may encourage disenfranchised 
students to engage in learning.

The nexus between teachers and assessment design is clear. Where 
teachers are perceived to support student learning and help them under-
stand not only what they want students to learn but why the task is of 
educative value, they are supporting students’ autonomous motivation to 
learn. By offering well-designed and inherently relevant assessments, 
teachers provide a structure for assessment performance (competence sup-
port) and are seen to care about student success in learning (relatedness 
support). For example, in addition to supplying a series of task instruc-
tions (what to learn), for teachers who also provide a meaningful rationale 
for the value of an assessment (why learn) with adequate support (care to 
learn), students are more likely to be motivated to complete the task 
themselves and forego cheating or outsourcing opportunities. However, 
not all behaviours result from students being interested or inherently 
motivated to complete activities or assessments. Sometimes students’ 
motivations are controlled by external factors such as believing university 
education is only a means to a job, with no extrinsic value outside employ-
ment. It is unlikely these students will see the intrinsic educative value 
formative or summative tasks provide (intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
are discussed in detail in Ryan & Deci, 2020). We are aware that many 
teachers currently find workarounds to support the needs of their learners 
despite institutional or bureaucratic barriers, including norm referenced 
assessments, mandated high-stakes examinations, rigidly controlled curri-
cula (often set by accreditation authorities), and decreasing resources for 
needs-support and student-centred education. However, we believe an 
opportunity exists to broadly rethink assessment design to reduce the 
dependency on high-stakes tasks and channel educators’ creativity in posi-
tive assessment design, rather than workarounds. Let us consider research 
studies that examine how student motivation, cheating, and assessment 
design play out in educational settings.
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student motivation, Cheating, and assessment

We need to be clear that most students do not engage in outsourcing or 
contract cheating and are not motivated to do so (Bretag et al., 2019). In 
2019, Rundle et al. conducted a survey with 1204 students to probe why 
students say they do not engage in cheating on assessments. Using a ratio-
nal choice perspective, meaning the reasons people give for ethical or 
unethical behaviours and decision-making, they found that students’ 
moral beliefs, their perceptions of norms, and their motivation to learn 
were reasons they did not outsource assessments. Indeed, the researchers 
found that students’ level of competence satisfaction related to their moti-
vation for learning, and was a key reason they gave for deciding not to 
cheat. The authors also concluded that assessment design plays a role in 
disrupting opportunities for students to cheat and can increase their moti-
vation to complete tasks themselves. By focussing on learning goals, 
assessment design may help students rationalise why they do not engage in 
cheating behaviours. However, some students may be motivated to cheat 
in certain situations.

In 2017, Anderman and Koenka explored students’ motivations to 
cheat or not to cheat. They proposed three questions that underpin stu-
dent learning: What is my purpose? Can I do this? What are the costs? 
They also considered how educators can support students to answer these 
questions themselves. To answer the first question, they suggest guiding 
students towards mastery of knowledge or skills as a primary purpose 
rather than focussing on grades or extrinsic rewards. This means designing 
assessments that focus on deep learning of material and allowing students 
to persist with tasks until they attain a level of mastery. Appropriate, timely 
feedback that supports students in deciding whether they have mastered 
the knowledge, content, or skill is critical. Anderman and Koenka argue 
that with mastery as the learning goal, there is no gain for the student in 
cheating as they are not progressing towards their own mastery goal. The 
authors contrast a focus on mastery with the many high-stress, high-stakes 
exam testing environments currently used and assert “cheating will be a 
more viable option for students” in exams (Anderman & Koenka, 2017, 
p. 100).

To answer the second question, Anderman and Koenka suggest sup-
porting students to set short-term goals to reach mastery. We agree and 
believe this can be built into assessment design. Structuring tasks for small 
but consistent wins is likely to motivate students to continue to more 
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challenging activities or tasks as part of the mastery goal. Assessment 
design can include creating co-operative student learning groups where all 
group members are striving for the common goal of mastery, rather than 
competing against each other for the highest grades. Part of the assess-
ment design involves clear and consistent performance expectations being 
set and revisited by both educators and students. This is promoted and 
sustained through use of well-written rubrics and criterion-referenced per-
formance expectations. Finally, Anderman and Koenka advise that the 
costs of cheating must be explicitly discussed with students, not only in 
terms of policies and regulations, but also in terms of the cost of the stu-
dent’s own learning and their future career or study aspirations. Explicit 
discussion between academic staff and students as well as between stu-
dents themselves of the possible costs of cheating is widely advocated in 
the research literature. Whilst these ideas may appear highly aspirational 
and difficult to achieve at the learning/teaching interface, with the many 
challenges and constraints on educators, such as heavy workloads, large 
class sizes, lack of marking support, and other logistical considerations, 
restructuring assessment design to align more with mastery as the core 
goal is worthy of consideration to motivate students to do assignments 
themselves rather than outsource them. To illustrate this, two research 
studies using SDT in relation to student motivation and cheating are 
discussed.

Kanat-Maymon et al. (2015) conducted two experimental studies test-
ing their theory that if the three needs of SDT (autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness) were not met, academic deception was likely. In the first 
study with 121 undergraduate students, the researchers manipulated the 
fulfilment of needs by providing different instructions about task comple-
tion to participant students. Some students had instructions that met all 
three needs and encouraged them to experiment and play. The other set 
of instructions allowed no choice or play and made it clear teachers had 
low expectations of students succeeding. Therefore, none of the SDT 
needs were met. Unsurprisingly, the researchers found that students who 
had their needs satisfied were less likely to cheat and those whose needs 
were not met were more likely to cheat. In the second study, 115 high 
school students all completed a set of questionnaires: (a) whether learning 
needs were met at school, (b) completing assessments, and (c) self- 
assessment on academic dishonesty. Students whose basic needs were met 
demonstrated higher levels of autonomous motivation and were less likely 
to engage in cheating behaviours. Indeed, the authors concluded that 
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autonomously motivated students were more likely to view cheating as an 
impediment to genuine learning rather than see any gain from it.

In 2016, Oz et al. used SDT in an experimental design to investigate 
the reasons underlying students’ motivations to achieve goals. Students 
may have the same goal but are motivated by different factors, such as 
personal satisfaction or a tangible reward, which may influence their learn-
ing outcomes. The researchers gave 212 undergraduate students a specific 
spatial drawing task and asked them to state their key achievement goal in 
undertaking the task as well as their reasons (autonomous or controlling) 
for goal satisfaction. The authors wanted to investigate whether students 
giving the same reasons for different goals would predict their motivation 
to cheat or not. Similar to other studies, the researchers found that the 
underlying autonomous (inward facing) reasons or controlling reasons 
(outward facing) were motivators in achievement goals and decisions to 
complete tasks themselves or not. There are implications for learning and 
assessment design: if completing a task is personally meaningful, interest-
ing, enjoyable, and aligns with personal values, then students are more 
likely to be autonomously motivated—but if a task is only being com-
pleted because it is mandatory then this is associated with less autonomous 
motivation and more maladaptive coping strategies.

Similarly, Park (2020) surveyed 2360 Korean college students across 
two time points using goal content theory, a sub-set of Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT). The author examined whether students’ motivations and 
goal content could predict serious and minor cheating behaviours. Goal 
content theory has two categories of goals—intrinsic goals that face 
inward, such as self-growth and personal values, and extrinsic goals that 
face outward, such as recognised success, financial gain, and external 
rewards. Intrinsic goals support the three pillars of individual need out-
lined in SDT: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The author found 
that where intrinsic goals are satisfied, particularly self-growth, there was a 
negative association with cheating. However, the specific extrinsic goal of 
wealth was positively associated with minor cheating behaviours. The 
author concluded that goal content should be included in educational 
programmes and we suggest that this can be achieved within assess-
ment design.
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What Can assessment design Contribute?
Existing research suggests that both in theory and in practice, where 
assessment design meets the three SDT needs (autonomy, competency, 
and relatedness), students can achieve learning outcomes themselves, 
without resorting to outsourcing or contract cheating. Furthermore, stu-
dent well-being is enhanced as they are succeeding in attaining learning 
outcomes, no matter how small the steps, gaining competency in knowl-
edge and skills, and feeling supported and valued in the learning process 
by educators and peers.

Ryan and Deci (2020) suggest assessment design should include the 
educator’s role in supporting autonomous motivation in students. They 
assert that promoting intrinsic motivation rather than external rewards 
and encouraging students to constructively participate in learning pro-
motes this goal. They suggest that to support students’ autonomous moti-
vation and engagement, educators should be responsive to students’ 
perspectives, provide clear opportunities for student ownership in assess-
ments, and offer meaningful assessments. The authors advocate clear 
structure in tasks, which is distinguished from teacher-centred control. 
The difference is that a structured task: sets clear goals, is consistent in 
guidelines, uses flexible language, provides supporting information, and 
resources for student engagement, and encourages students in positive 
ways with timely, high-quality, meaningful feedback. Importantly, the 
assessment design should have a clear and meaningful rationale to enable 
students to perceive the value in undertaking the assessment task at all. 
Further, in supporting a sense of students’ ownership of their work, they 
advocate there must be real choice, not tokenism. These supportive edu-
cator behaviours are designed to motivate students to complete assess-
ments that are of educative value themselves, rather than outsourcing 
them to others. The authors contend that where such structure exists, 
empirical evidence shows higher autonomous motivation and application 
of self-learning with reduced anxiety in students. Indeed, the authors 
claim that permitting educators such autonomy also supports students’ 
other needs of competency and relatedness and, importantly, student well- 
being and mental health. We consider this particularly important post- 
COVID, with concern about how effectively teachers and students will 
re-engage in face-to-face classes, group, and teamwork.

Ryan and Deci (2020) also outline factors that negatively affect learn-
ing growth. These include “excessive emphasis on grades, performance 
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goals and pressures from high-stakes testing” (p. 5). They advocate for 
feedback that is meaningful to the student to help them improve. However, 
grades per se can negatively affect student motivation and learning as they 
are, most often, performance based, therefore competitive rather than 
motivating. Therefore, students can perceive performance goals as stress-
ful and externally set to control motivation (get the highest grade), which 
can negatively affect student motivation. The authors advocate, along 
with other researchers, assessment design focussing on mastery goals, 
which build upon the student’s existing knowledge base and extend it. 
They state, “this high-stakes reform approach, as long predicted by SDT … 
has been remarkably ineffective” (2020, p. 6). To conclude, they advocate 
SDT-based interventions in teacher education courses, which could also 
apply to tertiary academic staff in their professional development. They 
rely on several studies where these interventions have been applied and 
conclude that “interventions based on SDT have been strongly empirically 
supported relative to other theoretical perspectives” (2020, p. 6), not only 
enhancing student performance and motivation but nurturing student 
well-being. This statement on the strength of empirical support for SDT 
is very important; compared to much pedagogical theory there is repli-
cated and directly traceable empirical support for each of the key claims of 
SDT (e.g., Howard et al., 2021).

A key feature of the success of motivating students to complete assess-
ments themselves is the nature and quality of the tasks. Assessment tasks 
need to be meaningful and of educative value to cultivate autonomous 
motivation. Tasks of educative value (Dewey, 1999) are relevant to need, 
contemporary, and engaging. Where tasks are deemed by students as ‘busy 
work’, boring, unrelated, or irrelevant to their needs, they are less likely to 
be completed and perhaps more likely to be outsourced. Where the assess-
ment design allows students a degree of participation or choice in decision- 
making and includes an ability for students to express their perspectives, 
this fosters students’ autonomous motivation to complete tasks. It must 
be noted that this works where educators play a role in supporting learn-
ing goals, through methods already discussed. Ryan and Deci (2020) con-
clude that the ‘what’ students are asked to do in assessment tasks is not the 
only driving factor in students’ growth to autonomy. It is equally impor-
tant that the ‘why’ and also the ‘how’ students are asked to approach tasks 
are clear. Where teachers employ autonomous supportive strategies rather 
than controlling strategies students appear more motivated to complete 
the task themselves.
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Pulfrey et  al. (2019) investigated student goals and motivations to 
cheat in two settings. One was a controlled laboratory situation and the 
other a classroom. They used a combination of SDT and Achievement 
Goal Theory to examine whether students presented with assessment task 
instructions that had different goals (performance or mastery) and differ-
ent teaching approaches (supportive autonomy or controlling) would 
influence cheating behaviours. They found that even small variations in 
task presentations can immediately influence the degree of cheating behav-
iour, therefore educators must be aware of any “hidden messages” (2019, 
p.  15) that may underpin assessment task instructions. The researchers 
also found that ‘nudging’ which involves “structuring choice to modify 
people’s voluntary behavior in ways that can be predicted” (p. 15) can be 
applied to cheating behaviours. This suggests that students may be 
‘nudged’ to behave more ethically where options are offered within the 
assessment task design. The framing of assessment tasks matters, not just 
the nature of the task themselves. Pulfrey et al. concluded that it is equally 
important to focus on the autonomy support as the mastery-goal approach. 
This is because students need teachers to support their growth to autono-
mous motivation as the pressures of external rewards, temptations to cut 
corners in busy lives, and achieve success to avoid shame are often present. 
We think this study adds weight to SDT as a theory that encompasses the 
roles of assessment design, learning, and teaching in a positive way.

Where to from here?
From SDT and the studies discussed that test its approaches, we know that 
where students are motivated to do the work themselves, given meaning-
ful tasks to work towards mastery goals, and supported by educators to do 
so, they are less likely to cheat or outsource. This is because outsourcing 
and cheating defeat the purpose of attaining the requisite knowledge and 
skills which the students themselves have decided are their key achieve-
ment goals. The benefit to educators of using SDT is that the learning 
relationship is more satisfying for teachers, as motivated students who 
complete tasks themselves to gain the knowledge or skills being taught can 
be rewarding for educators. In addition, where students succeed, teachers 
also succeed—whether that be personally rewarding or through the met-
rics used by institutions to measure successful teaching. It is true that SDT 
requires more work from teachers to initially design and structure assess-
ment tasks to offer choice, be meaningful and explicitly related to 
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knowledge or skill gain (thereby meeting the three needs of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness). However, it can be said that much teacher 
time could be saved with fewer integrity breach allegations to prepare, as 
cheating and outsourcing behaviours decrease.

Finally, the global pandemic disruption challenged student-teacher 
engagement and assessment delivery in unforeseen ways. Technologies 
were implemented, often rapidly, to allow education to continue. The 
pandemic foregrounded discussion of cheating and students outsourcing 
their work, as teachers rushed to provide, guide, and mark assessments 
digitally and institutions scrambled to ensure technologies could cope 
with the total student cohort, and were secure and reliable. This major 
disruption to traditional assessments offers teachers and institutions an 
opportunity to reimagine assessment design focussing on mastery goals 
rather than performance goals. We propose Self-Determination Theory 
offers a pathway to achieve this end. Ultimately while it is up to students 
to make the decision to cheat or to complete a task with integrity, it is 
educators and institutions who create much of the circumstances that 
shape their motivation.
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CHAPTER 8

Critical Thinking as an Antidote to Contract 
Cheating

Brenda M. Stoesz, Sarah Elaine Eaton, and Josh Seeland

Underdeveloped critical thinking skills have been highlighted in news 
reports of a surge in academic cheating during the COVID-19 pandemic 
as educators and students pivoted from traditional classrooms to emer-
gency remote teaching and learning. Universities reported four times 
more academic cheating than in previous years (Garcia, 2020), with con-
tract cheating increasing ten-fold (Rossiter, 2020). These reports suggest 
that critical thinking abilities are generally deficient in society—that many 
individuals are unable to make decisions about the most appropriate and 
ethical courses of action (Flores et al., 2012). In this chapter, we briefly 
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describe the indirect evidence for relationships between underdeveloped 
critical thinking skills and use of contract cheating services (i.e., outsourc-
ing academic work to third parties; Clarke & Lancaster, 2006). Although 
government and educational institutions in some jurisdictions have imple-
mented or are working to implement laws, policies, and other high-level 
strategies to combat contract cheating (TEQSA, 2017; Newton & Lang, 
2016; QAA, 2020; Seeland et al., 2020), strengthening students’ critical 
thinking abilities at the course level is also necessary. Therefore, we also 
describe several pedagogical strategies that support the development of 
critical thinking skills (Niu et al., 2013), and how using these strategies 
could reduce temptations to engage in contract cheating.

Defining CritiCal thinking

Critical thinking involves the ability to analyse, synthesize, and evaluate 
information and apply these skills and strategies responsibly to various 
situations to determine the best course of action (Halpern, 2001; Profetto- 
McGrath, 2003). Employers view critical thinking “as an important prac-
tical capacity, manifested in the avoidance of mistakes and making the 
right decisions, self-correction and self-regulation, and social responsibil-
ity” (Penkauskiene et al., 2019, p. 807). Individuals with effective critical 
thinking skills and dispositions are able to avoid doing “blatantly stupid 
things” (Butler et al., 2017, p. 39) and make good decisions consistently 
that lead to more positive and fewer negative life events (Butler, 2012; 
Butler et al., 2017) and greater life satisfaction (Siebert et al., 2020). Due 
to its value to individuals, employers, and society, the ability to think criti-
cally is an important goal of education (Arum et al., 2011).

Contract Cheating and Underdeveloped Critical Thinking Skills

The rapid shift to online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic coin-
cided with students making more requests for solutions to questions on 
formal assessments. Lancaster and Cotarlan (2021) estimated that the use 
of file-sharing or “homework help” sites increased by about 75% during 
the pandemic in the fields of computer science, physics, chemistry, and 
engineering. The dramatic increase in contract cheating has increased 
motivation to implement strategies, such as blocking access to contract 
cheating websites (Seeland et  al., 2020), text-matching software 
(Rogerson, 2017), e-proctoring (Hill et  al., 2021), visual inspection of 
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assignments (Dawson & Sutherland-Smith, 2019), and statistical or com-
putational authorship attribution techniques (Halvani et  al., 2019; 
Rudzewitz, 2016) and other forensic methods (Johnson & Davies, 2020), 
to discourage outsourcing behaviour.

To understand the associations between underdeveloped critical think-
ing skills and the rise in contract cheating more fully, we must appreciate 
why students choose to engage in contract cheating. Using discourse anal-
ysis, Amigud and Lancaster (2019) identified justifications for outsourcing 
academic work in Twitter messages and categorized them as the inability 
to persevere, lower academic aptitude, low self-discipline, personal issues, 
and competing objectives. Many justifications suggested that students 
have difficulty managing their academic workload and other academic 
issues, which are the most common sources of stress for postsecondary 
students (Akgun & Ciarrochi, 2003; Yang et al., 2021). During the pan-
demic, academic stress was worsened by fears of infection and separation 
from academic environments (Yang et  al., 2021). Higher stress levels 
interfere with learning and critical thinking processes (Misra et al., 2020), 
which reduce students’ ability to make appropriate choices regarding aca-
demic work. High stress and reduced ability to make good decisions, com-
bined with the persuasiveness of contract cheating suppliers (Rowland 
et  al., 2018), are bound to increase the temptation to outsource 
assignments.

In contrast, successful students have developed characteristics and strat-
egies that support their learning and ability to resist temptations to cheat. 
This may be because their ability to cope with increasing stress developed 
as they acquired more effective critical thinking skills (Misra et al., 2020; 
Okide et  al., 2020). During the pandemic, student success may have 
depended on the ability to adapt to online learning, adjust study routines, 
and self-monitor progress (McAllister & Watkins, 2012). Further indirect 
evidence for the link between contract cheating and poor reasoning comes 
from studies measuring perceptions of the value of intellectual endeavours 
and the ability to think critically (Eigenberger & Sealander, 2001; Frunzaru 
et  al., 2018) and correlations with beliefs about academic misconduct 
(Elias, 2009) and classroom incivility (Laverghetta, 2018). When students 
view critical thinking and intellectual pursuits as unimportant (Eigenberger 
& Sealander, 2001), they are more likely to report that academic cheating 
is not unethical (Elias, 2009).
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Pedagogies for Critical Thinking Skill Development

Concerns have arisen that universities view critical thinking and other 
transversal skills too narrowly as the transfer of cognitive skills within spe-
cific domains (Barnett, 1997) without considering real-world complexities 
(Kay & Greenhill, 2011). The specifist view contends that deep content 
knowledge and critical thinking skills are intertwined within a particular 
domain, and that set of knowledge and skills is different from those prac-
tised in another domain. The generalist view argues that broad sets of 
universal skills can be learned in any context and then applied to any other 
context (Liu et al., 2014; Moore, 2004). Some argue that the generalist 
view has resulted in the offering of generic critical thinking courses in 
postsecondary education (Penkauskiene et  al., 2019), which may be 
equally ineffective. Instead of relying on general and specific approaches to 
developing critical thinking skills, integrated, combinatory approaches 
that encourage educators to use pedagogies from various viewpoints and 
that are developmentally appropriate for students at different educational 
levels (Abrami et al., 2008; Burbach et al., 2004; Ikuenobe, 2001) may be 
more successful in supporting student learning. In addition, these same 
critical thinking skills development strategies are also important for pro-
moting academic integrity (Morris, 2016). Below, we summarize six strat-
egies for supporting the development of critical thinking and how each 
can be used to reduce contract cheating.

 Scaffolding
Scaffolding involves breaking lessons, learning activities, or assignments 
into smaller, more manageable chunks in which the knowledge or skills 
learned in an earlier chunk are built upon in the chunk that follows. 
Scaffolding involves providing students with more support in early chunks 
and reducing supports and increasing students’ responsibility to complete 
activities when there is evidence that they can complete activities on their 
own (Makmur et al., 2019). Earlier chunks may involve the presentation 
of examples, asking students to share their prior knowledge and skills, 
providing opportunities to ask questions, and front-loading vocabulary 
and other background information. By incrementally building on prior 
knowledge and skills, students may feel less overwhelmed by the quantity 
of content and skills that they are required to learn. Scaffolding can also 
foster self-efficacy and self-regulated learning, components of critical 
thinking, thereby decreasing and preventing stress, hopelessness, fear, and 
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anxiety (Grothérus et  al., 2019) and reducing temptations to cheat. 
Another benefit of scaffolding is the ability to observe and gather evidence 
of learning as it unfolds. Having a deep understanding of students’ level of 
understanding and style of communicating their learnings enables instruc-
tors to more easily and accurately identify probable cases of contract cheat-
ing when it does occur.

An important limitation of scaffolding is that students may ignore the 
scaffolds and jump to the next stage before they are ready to do so. To 
limit the tendency to skip ahead prematurely, it is important to add value 
to each stage. Ideally, that value comes from the intrinsic reward of learn-
ing and mastering each stage, but students often need external rewards 
(e.g., grades) as a supplementary motivator. The challenge is to find the 
right reward level—too much and the stage has been set for cheating, too 
little and students may not take the scaffolded learning activity or assess-
ment strategy seriously. Other challenges with scaffolding include the time 
required to plan suitable activities and the potential marking/grading load 
associated with each stage in scaffolded assignments. However, carefully 
planned scaffolded activities can result in greater learning, better experi-
ences for students with less frustration, and reduced or quicker end of 
term grading of final assignments.

 Case Studies
Case studies can be used to lead students through the process of analysing 
to support the development of critical thinking skills (McDade, 1995). 
Effective cases are carefully constructed to the level of the student by pro-
viding facts in a particular order but end before the story concludes. This 
structure provides opportunities for speculation, analysis by identifying 
key characters, issues, and variables at play in a case, and crafting possible 
solutions. Students are often asked to put themselves in others’ shoes for 
“ascertaining resources, constituencies, and constraints; determining 
sources and nature of conflicts, and the dynamics of behavior; isolating 
decisions to be made; identifying alternatives; and anticipating and assess-
ing consequences of decisions and actions” (McDade, 1995, p.  9). 
Providing students with prompts for critically analysing cases can be help-
ful for students who have difficulty beginning these types of learning activ-
ities (see Miles & Spies-Butcher, 2012).

Effective case studies are non-linear and complex, do not have one clear 
solution, can pose several ethical dilemmas, and are ideal for exploring 
students’ views and thought processes around contract cheating. Beginning 
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with contract cheating scenarios or scenarios involving other types of aca-
demic misconduct (Foxe et al., 2022; Penaluna & Ross, 2022) can also 
serve as a foundational exercise before moving into cases that allow stu-
dents to explore course-specific content. Students could also write their 
own case studies about academic integrity and contract cheating that are 
then randomly distributed to other students. Encouraging students to 
examine the details of cases and the possible outcomes may also be a way 
for students to think about their role in society outside of the educational 
context. Collections of cases and accompanying discussion questions are 
freely available online with topics ranging from cheating and copyright 
issues to environmental and health scenarios (e.g., McCombs School of 
Business The University of Texas at Austin, 2021).

Using case studies can be challenging for instructors who have not been 
trained to implement them or who are not comfortable assessing students’ 
exploration of the grey areas of real-world, complex cases that have no one 
correct answer. Case studies can also be difficult to use because preparing 
stories suitable for given sets of learning objectives can be labour-intensive 
and time-consuming (Mostert, 2007). Moreover, students may require 
advance preparation before examining cases and stories for the activities 
more engaging and useful in the synchronous learning context. Therefore, 
using case study approaches for supporting the development of critical 
thinking skills may need to be combined with scaffolded and flipped 
approaches so that students come prepared with solid foundations of rel-
evant knowledge and skills before attempting to analyse cases. Although 
advance preparation positively impacts students’ learning and develop-
ment of critical thinking compared to the traditional lecture (Dehghanzadeh 
& Jafaraghaee, 2018), students may resent the time and effort it takes to 
prepare for learning activities involving case studies.

 Problem-Based Learning
Problem-based learning shares the characteristics of scaffolding and case 
studies in that students’ previous knowledge and experiences can be used 
to solve real-life problems relevant to a course (Flores et  al., 2012). 
Problem-based learning is an active and collaborative learning approach 
where students are required to connect course content to a problem and 
is distinguished from case-based learning in that learners are required to 
“discover” on their own (Srinivasan et al., 2007). Problem-based learning, 
like case studies, can help students to explore the grey areas of problems 
and think creatively about how to solve them. In doing so, students 
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develop the skills to make decisions and explore possible outcomes. 
Problems involving outsourcing academic work to third parties and the 
grey areas of academic file-sharing and homework help can encourage stu-
dents to analyse, evaluate, and ultimately make decisions about whether to 
use these services and in which contexts they are appropriate or inappro-
priate. Problem-based learning requires students to be prepared with the 
foundational knowledge and skills required to tackle a problem. When 
students lack the relevant knowledge and skills, they may find it difficult to 
move forward in their discussions with other students and in their think-
ing to solve problems. As a result, problem-based learning can take more 
time and can induce anxiety in some students.

 Discussion
Successful dialogue requires participation and interaction among students 
and must be facilitated skilfully by the instructor. The instructor must 
model being a discussant rather than being perceived as the authority on a 
topic. The ability to speak in multiple contexts and about various topics is 
an important skill for students. Students enrolled in courses using discus-
sion for processing ideas develope more advanced critical thinking (Mayo, 
2002), and oral and written communication (Dallimore et al., 2008) skills. 
Discussion can also enhance relationships between instructors and stu-
dents and amongst students, providing more satisfaction with the aca-
demic experience and learning environment. Using discussion about 
contract cheating, students can learn about the knowledge, understand-
ing, and perspectives of other students, which can help them to further 
their own understandings. A limitation of discussion is that students may 
be reluctant to share their views if they feel ill-prepared to contribute to 
the discussion, or fear cold-calling or being judged by other students. This 
strategy may also be more challenging to employ in online courses. To 
address these limitations, instructors can provide students with advanced 
notice about the topics, provide relevant pre-readings, and outline the 
ground rules for discussion sessions that include the procedures for par-
ticipation and expectations for showing respect for others and their ideas. 
For online courses, it is essential that the instructor is an active participant 
in the discussions and encourages students to engage actively in the pro-
cess to reap the benefits (Wilson et al., 2007).
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 Reflection
Reflection is argued to be a key component of teaching students how to 
think critically (Colley et  al., 2012). Reflection requires that students 
think about their own thinking and what factors influence their thinking. 
Reflection has been parsed into various types, including content-based, 
metacognitive, self-authorship, and transformative (see Grossman, 2009). 
In content-based reflection, students consider how their experiences relate 
to specific learning objectives. Metacognitive reflection is the awareness 
and knowledge of one’s own thinking and how that applies to solving 
complex problems. Self-authorship reflection is the understanding that 
one’s thoughts and feelings impact how one perceives the world and its 
challenges. Transformative reflection is knowing why you think what you 
think, which supports “learning to be more socially responsible, self- 
directed, and less dependent on false assumptions” (Kiely, 2005, p. 7). 
Reflective practice increases self-awareness, creating thinking, and encour-
ages active engagement in learning processes.

Reflective exercises involving contract cheating and other ethical dilem-
mas can be used to encourage students to understand and challenge their 
internal assumptions about academic integrity and misconduct and why 
these assumptions must be evaluated continuously. Students should also 
be encouraged to reflect on how they can take responsibility for their good 
or poor decisions based on their assumptions (Flores et al., 2012; Vučković 
et al., 2020). Students are less likely to outsource assignments requiring 
reflection or those that are personalized and unique (Bretag et al., 2019). 
Reflection, however, requires time to think about experiences and how it 
applies to academic work, and some students may not know how to 
approach this type of learning exercise. Reflection may also require that 
students have experienced relevant events or thoughts/feelings, and if 
they have not, the reflective exercise can be challenging. Educators may 
also be under the misconception that reflection does not need to be taught 
explicitly, therefore, they may not provide students with guidelines for 
doing so. Educators can support students in reflective practice by provid-
ing clear concrete guidelines and several opportunities to practice.

 Supporting Self-Regulation and Self-Control
Self-regulation along with self-efficacy predicts critical thinking abilities 
(Uzuntiryaki-Kondakçi & Çapa-Aydin, 2013) and behaviours associated 
with acting with academic integrity (McAllister & Watkins, 2012; Rundle 
et al., 2019). Educators can support the development of self-regulation 
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skills and self-control by supporting effective time management, commu-
nicating due dates clearly, and requiring regular interaction with course 
content. Educators can also support self-regulation by encouraging the 
use of learning strategies, such as organization and elaboration, and pro-
viding specific directions for getting help before it is too late. By increasing 
self-regulation and self-control abilities, students become more skilled at 
monitoring their behaviour associated with their goals, comparing that 
behaviour or performance to a criterion, and adjusting as necessary. These 
actions will also reduce stress, which is an important determinant of cheat-
ing behaviour.

ConClusion

Increases in academic misconduct, including contract cheating, may be 
related to changes in the purpose of education from one of “personal 
development …, cultivating informed and active citizens, developing 
intrinsically valuable knowledge, and serving society through public inter-
est … [to] serving society through economic development” (Conrad & 
Openo, 2018, p. 5). COVID-19 has highlighted this shift in the purpose 
of education and exacerbated the problems that many have observed in 
educational systems and in society over the past several decades. In this 
chapter, we discussed evidence for the relationships between underdevel-
oped critical thinking skills and the rise in use of contract cheating services. 
Much of this evidence is indirect, therefore, we call on researchers to cor-
roborate the link between critical thinking and reduced contract cheating. 
The absence of original research in this area, however, should not prevent 
educators from implementing pedagogical practices that focus on the 
development of critical thinking skills. Educators at all levels and disci-
plines are encouraged to use effective teaching strategies to support the 
explicit development of critical thinking skills during the entire span of 
students’ educational careers. Doing so will equip students with knowl-
edge and skills to make better decisions in their academic work and to 
grapple with ethical issues beyond campus boundaries.
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CHAPTER 9

Contract Cheating and the Dark Triad Traits

Lidia Baran and Peter K. Jonason

As with many socially undesirable traits or tendencies like cheating in aca-
demic contexts (e.g., racial prejudice), there are two main classes of expla-
nations: the person and the environment (e.g., Hodson & Dhont, 2015; 
Koehn et  al., 2019). The most appealing of these are environmentally 
deterministic models focused on contextual influences. Relevant research-
ers—often experimentalists—manipulate how environmental features 
change people’s willingness or actual commission of cheating. Researchers 
inspired by this line of reasoning focus on issues like the behaviour of oth-
ers (Malesky et  al., 2021; Schuhmann et  al., 2013), honour codes 
(Irlenbusch et  al., 2020; Tatum et  al., 2018), the risk of detection 
(Kajackaite & Gneezy, 2017; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2018), and the 
expected benefits (Ludwig & Achtziger, 2021; Markiewicz & Gawryluk, 
2020) to explain the mechanisms that lead to cheating. The appeal of such 
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an approach is that it gives the impression (true or not) that one can 
reduce the undesirable behaviour in question. As experimentalists, they 
often intentionally or unintentionally downplay the role of the second 
class of explanations. That is, through random assignment, individual and 
naturally occurring group differences are minimised as error. But maybe 
such phenomena are not errors. Instead, they could provide meaningful, 
further information about who cheats.

Understanding who cheats starts with the assumption that not all peo-
ple are equally likely to cheat regardless of pushes from contextual forces. 
Individual differences researchers investigate sex differences (Whitley 
et al., 1999), personality traits like perfectionism (Błachnio et al., 2021), 
and impulsivity (McTernan et  al., 2014), or attitudes towards cheating 
(Pulfrey & Butera, 2016). With the fuller elucidation of who cheats, 
researchers can better home in on the specific mechanisms for who cheats 
and why, providing the potential for well-tailored “remedies” for cheating 
when desired.

Unfortunately, research on the role of personality traits in this area is 
limited because of a tendency for researchers to be a bit too general in 
their approach. Instead of focusing on specific personality traits that might 
bear strong relationships with cheating, researchers tend to focus on 
broad-band traits like the Big Five traits (i.e., extraversion, conscientious-
ness, agreeableness, neuroticism, and openness to experience). Although 
interesting, they may be insufficient to understand aversive behaviours like 
cheating. Much of this generality centres on the fact that the most trusted 
taxonomy of personality is descriptive, not predictive, in nature. However, 
over the last 20  years, a growing body of literature has examined the 
nature, development, and consequences of three relevant socially aversive 
personality traits, the Dark Triad of psychopathy, narcissism, and 
Machiavellianism (Furnham et al., 2013; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). This 
is not to say that these traits are new to the field of psychology, but instead, 
it was not until recently that these traits have been consistently studied in 
nonclinical populations, the kinds of populations that are likely to engage 
in cheating (e.g., higher education students). Therefore, in this chapter, 
we detail the research and relevance of the Dark Triad traits in understand-
ing cheating, including contract cheating, to provide deeper insights into 
who cheats to better inform efforts to reduce cheating.
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The Dark TriaD TraiTs anD CheaTing

There is a growing collection of socially undesirable traits under investiga-
tion today (Zeigler-Hill & Marcus, 2016) thanks to simplified self-report 
measures (see Jonason, 2022) like the Dark Triad Dirty Dozen (Jonason 
& Webster, 2010), the Short Dark Triad (Jones & Paulhus, 2014), and 
the brief measure of personality pathologies from the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). We focus 
here on the Dark Triad traits only given the nascent state of work on 
sadism and spitefulness, and doubts about whether they provide meaning-
fully more explanatory power over the others, especially psychopathy 
(Jonason & Zeigler-Hill, 2018; Jonason et al., 2017). The three traits are 
associated with a sense of grandiosity, egotism, fragile self-esteem, and 
self-centeredness (i.e., narcissism; Turner & Webster, 2018); with manip-
ulative behaviour, self-interest, exploitation of others, and a ruthless lack 
of morality (i.e., Machiavellianism; Jones, 2016); and with recklessness, 
cruel and callous attitudes, antisocial selfish behaviour, and a lack of 
remorse (i.e., psychopathy; Cale & Lilienfeld, 2002). The traits are cor-
related with an array of other traits and behaviours that may hint at their 
likely correlations with contract cheating, including relationship infidelity 
(Jones & Weiser, 2014), limited self-control (Jonason & Tost, 2010), 
petty crime (Lyons & Jonason, 2015), impulsivity (Jones & Paulhus, 
2011), future discounting (Jonason et al., 2010), competitive social atti-
tudes (Jonason, 2015), and “cutting corners” at work (Jonason & 
O’Connor, 2017).

Indeed, there is evidence that the Dark Triad traits are related to cheat-
ing in the academic context. Self-reported tendency to commit acts of 
academic dishonesty was correlated positively with psychopathy, 
Machiavellianism, and narcissism (Cheung & Egan, 2020; Zhang et al., 
2019), although from all of them, only psychopathy remained a predictor 
of cheating when controlling for the shared variance among the traits. 
Similar results were obtained when the indicator of academic dishonesty 
was not students’ self-reports, but instead the reports from cheating detec-
tion software. For example, Nathanson et al. (2006) used a program to 
indicate possible cheating student pairs based on their responses in five 
(Study 1) and two (Study 2) multiple-choice exams administered through-
out a course. Both studies showed that students with higher levels of the 
Dark Triad traits were more likely to give answers like those of the people 
sitting near them during exams. Williams et  al. (2010) measured the 
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tendency to plagiarise assignments by evaluating two essays assigned to 
students with the text-matching program TurnitIn. The program provides 
percentage estimates of plagiarism based on comparing a sample docu-
ment with other papers and documents available online in their repository. 
Papers submitted by students scoring high in the Dark Triad traits (psy-
chopathy in particular) had a greater degree of overlap, and, therefore, 
evidence a greater potential for being plagiarised. Consistent with self- 
report studies, psychopathy was the strongest predictor of cheating on an 
exam and plagiarising assignments.

A more detailed understanding of the relationship between the Dark 
Triad traits and students’ tendency to engage in dishonest behaviour in 
the academic context is derived from studies analysing each of those traits 
and their facets separately. In the case of psychopathy, research shows that 
the primary (i.e., low anxiety through genetic predispositions), but not 
the secondary (i.e., high anxiety in response to environmental stimuli), 
subtype predicts self-reported tendency to commit various types of aca-
demic misconduct (Coyne & Thomas, 2008; Enweh et al., 2021; Ternes 
et  al., 2019). The triarchic model of psychopathy postulates its three 
dimensions—disinhibition, boldness, and meanness—from which the last 
two positively predict declared frequency of academic dishonesty (Baran 
& Jonason, 2020; Ljubin-Golub et al., 2020). Out of narcissism facets, 
individual differences in feelings of superiority and authority, but not 
being special, were related to cheating on exams and assignments (Brunell 
et al., 2011). Lastly, in the case of Machiavellianism, students with a ten-
dency to disregard moral standards, but not desire for status, declared 
engaging more frequently in deviant academic behaviours (Barbaranelli 
et al., 2018).

The fact that the propensity for academic dishonesty is linked to selected 
dimensions of the Dark Triad traits has led researchers to look for specific 
mechanisms mediating these relationships. Williams et al. (2010) found 
that unrestrained agency and moral inhibition mediated the relationship 
between psychopathy and academic cheating. Psychopathic students strive 
for academic success (i.e., high grades or scholarships) without regard to 
fairness or others, which might lead them to cheat to achieve that success. 
They also devalue integrity, which does not act as a deterrent to cheating 
and therefore allows them to act on impulses towards dishonest actions. 
Research by Baran and Jonason (2020) explained that mechanism further 
by showing that individual differences in a mastery-goal orientation medi-
ated the relationship between disinhibition, meanness, and academic 
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dishonesty. Rebelliousness and susceptibility to boredom characteristic of 
students with a high level of meanness might lead them to be less prone to 
strive towards mastery in an academic context and, as a result, cheat to 
achieve academic goals. Disinhibited students exhibit an inability to con-
trol impulses, making it difficult for them to strive for achievement through 
learning and acquiring knowledge, which leads to cheating without regard 
for the consequences. In the case of the meanness aspect of psychopathy, 
Ljubin-Golub et al. (2020) showed that high levels of that facet, associ-
ated with low acceptance of social norms and moral values, leads to a more 
lenient attitude towards cheating and, by this, to more frequent academic 
cheating. Lastly, students with a high level of primary psychopathy exhib-
ited low confidence in their capacity to be successful in academic tasks and, 
therefore, were prone to commit cheating to achieve the goals of their 
academic programme (Enweh et al., 2021).

The exhibitionism facet of narcissism, reflecting a desire for admiration, 
was related to experiencing less guilt over cheating, which may inflate 
reports of cheating on exams and assignments (Brunell et al., 2011). It 
seems then that students who want to impress others with their academic 
success are willing to cheat to achieve such success and can do it because 
of a lack of remorse over their actions. Menon and Sharland (2011) sug-
gest that narcissistic students might hold a positive attitude towards aca-
demic cheating but only if they are prone to exploit others.

In the case of Machiavellianism, one of its potential facets—amoral 
manipulation—leads to academic cheating through a surface approach to 
learning and a moral disengagement mechanism (Barbaranelli et  al., 
2018). Students who tend to manipulate others and disregard integrity to 
reach their goals might use a moral disengagement mechanism to deacti-
vate moral self-regulation and, by this, be able to engage in academic 
transgressions. Moreover, this tendency may be amplified when students 
with high amoral manipulation want to get their academic tasks done with 
minimal effort and thus accomplish this by cheating, justified through 
disengagement from moral norms.

The Dark TriaD TraiTs anD ConTraCT CheaTing

If we assume that contract cheating is a specific manifestation of cheating 
in general, it should be reasonable to predict that students characterised 
by the Dark Triad traits will engage in contract cheating. This type of aca-
demic dishonesty includes paid or free outsourcing of academic work such 
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as exams, tests, or written assignments (Rundle et al., 2019). Participation 
of a third party might involve assistance from a friend, family member, 
another student, a paid service, or assignment mill and include help in 
writing papers, completing assignments, or taking tests/exams (actual or 
online) for another person (Bretag et al., 2019). Based on these character-
istics, engaging in contract cheating might be tempting for students char-
acterised by high rates of Dark Triad traits for several reasons.

First, the general tendency to break the rules related to narcissists’ low 
integrity (O’Reilly III & Doerr, 2020), psychopaths’ low moral inhibition 
(Williams et al., 2010), and Machiavellians’ amorality (Barbaranelli et al., 
2018) makes students characterised by those traits ideal candidates for 
circumventing academic assessment process through contract cheating. 
Second, and more specifically, psychopathic, narcissistic, and Machiavellian 
individuals tend to exploit others for their benefit (Black et  al., 2014), 
which includes choosing friends who help achieve specific goals (i.e., psy-
chopathy), are easily exploited (i.e., Machiavellianism), or possess useful 
qualities such as high intelligence (i.e., narcissism;  Jonason & Schmitt, 
2012). That means that manipulating others to complete their academic 
assignments might be one of the strategies that students with high Dark 
Triad traits easily adopt in the academic context. Third, engaging some-
one else in cheating by paying them to write a paper might be perceived as 
a situation with a low risk of being caught in which those characterised by 
the Dark Triad traits are likely to cheat (Jones & Paulhus, 2017). Fourth, 
the lack of guilt experienced by narcissists, Machiavellians, and psycho-
paths (Curtis et al., 2022; Schröder-Abé & Fatfouta, 2019) makes them 
more prone to commit contract cheating. For example, by using moral 
disengagement and neutralisation mechanisms, they can justify paying 
somebody to do their work because there is no salient victim of their 
actions and no need for remorse (Egan et al., 2015; Furtner et al., 2017).

There are also specific qualities characteristic of each of the Dark Triad 
traits that might be related to a greater likelihood of engaging in contract 
cheating. Machiavellians, who cheat strategically and perceive it as a useful 
method to achieve their goals, might see contract cheating as a business- 
like (pragmatic) and valid method for “cutting corners” through out-
sourcing their academic work (Harrison et al., 2018; Jones & Paulhus, 
2017). Narcissistic individuals might resort to paying somebody to do 
their work or buying assignments to confirm their superiority and receive 
high grades, especially in situations when their academic accomplishments 
are mediocre and their self-perceived worth is threatened (Williams et al., 
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2010; Zhang et al., 2019). On the other hand, students high in psychopa-
thy might be inclined to pay or manipulate other students to take an exam 
for them because of their tendency to engage in dishonest actions even 
when the risk of being caught is high (Jones & Paulhus, 2017). They also 
may outsource their work because of low motivation to acquire academic 
knowledge resulting from the need for immediate gratification and lack of 
impulse control (Baran & Jonason, 2020).

The few studies conducted so far confirm the relationship between the 
Dark Triad traits and contract cheating. Machiavellian and narcissistic stu-
dents report a tendency to hire someone else when engaged in cheating 
(Esteves et al., 2021). Curtis et al. (2022) showed that students with high 
levels of psychopathy and Machiavellianism declared more acceptable atti-
tudes towards contract cheating and subjective norms favouring cheating, 
which predicted their intention to engage in that type of academic 
dishonesty.

ConTraCT CheaTing as a soCial PaThology

Academic dishonesty, including contract cheating, can be viewed as patho-
logical behaviour because of its unethical and socially damaging nature. 
Outsourcing tasks that should be completed by the student violates the 
academically accepted principles of pursuing knowledge and respecting 
academic laws and customs. Contract cheating makes it possible to pass 
subjects and achieve high grades despite objectively poor knowledge and 
skills, leading to low suitability of the student as a specialist after gradua-
tion (Curtis et  al., 2022). Treating cheating as a pathology leads to a 
search for its possible sources, which may include relatively stable person-
ality traits associated with tendencies to act in a certain way. As we have 
shown, high levels of psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism might 
act as such sources because they lead to engaging in dishonest behaviours 
and are a risk factor for engaging in contract cheating. Therefore, to coun-
teract contract cheating, it would be necessary to reduce the chances of 
manifesting behaviours characteristic of the Dark Triad and/or take mea-
sures leading to potential changes in personality.

Lowering the likelihood of exhibiting dishonest behaviours might be 
accomplished by:
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• increasing the risk of being caught cheating and increase benefits 
from performing the task without help from a third party (for stu-
dents high in Machiavellianism),

• using penalties that may damage self-image, like receiving a final 
grade or public denouncement indicating that contract cheating was 
the cause of a student failing a course (for students high in narcissism),

• planning the method of verifying the student’s knowledge in such a 
way that it would not be possible to outsource work to someone else 
(for students high in psychopathy).

Interventions dedicated to change at the personal level may, in turn, 
focus on morality and academic skills. To increase the chance of contract 
cheating being seen by students characterised by the Dark Triad traits as 
inappropriate, if not unethical, it would be necessary to appeal to the ele-
ments responsible for their moral decision making. For psychopaths, this 
would mean addressing their immature decision-making processes linked 
to neural (Glenn et al., 2009) and genetic (Campbell et al., 2009) factors 
that lead to low concern for morality. In the case of Machiavellians, whose 
decision making appears to be more gist-based (Carre & Jones, 2017), 
interventions should focus on their flexible moral beliefs. Decision making 
by narcissists seems to be unrelated to their moral development but rather 
to social approval, which means that implementing changes might involve 
working on socially desirable system of morality (Jonason et al., 2015). 
On the other hand, focusing on improving students’ academic skills might 
lead to adopting mastery-oriented motivation rather than surface-approach 
to learning or experiencing a sense of academic self-efficacy rather than 
lack of confidence, which mediates the relationship between the Dark 
Triad traits and academic dishonesty (Baran & Jonason, 2020; Barbaranelli 
et al., 2018; Enweh et al., 2021).

ConTraCT CheaTing as a PseuDoPaThology

As noted above, there are two approaches common to research on cheat-
ing, but they both can be found in two larger epistemological frameworks. 
Sociocultural models of behaviour envision—although rarely expressed 
this way—people as the victims of institutional (e.g., economics), social 
(e.g., class), or contextual (e.g., shortage of time) forces. In this way, peo-
ple are seen as part of stimulus and response systems where cheating is a 
response that necessarily follows from particular conditions.
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However, the sociocultural approach typically ignores the role of per-
sonal agency, which is where evolutionary models step in. One particular 
model is relevant here. Life history theory (Wilson, 1975) was originally 
used to describe differences between species in terms of how organisms 
allocate finite resources in time and metabolic energy towards the two 
most fundamental Darwinian tasks of survival (i.e., somatic) and repro-
duction (i.e., mating). When applied to people, this theory may account 
for within-species differences or personality traits (Figueredo & Rushton, 
2009). Unlike traditional models of cheating that treat it as a social pathol-
ogy, conceptualising cheating within this model suggests that even socially 
aversive traits might be “rational” adaptive processes allowing individuals 
to calibrate expenditures of time and resources (i.e., a pseudopathology; 
Crawford & Anderson, 1989). The costs of cheating may be perceived as 
delayed and suffered by others, and therefore, less important for those 
characterised by a “fast” life history strategy like those characterised by the 
Dark Triad traits. This may mean that if the individual is getting some suc-
cess out of cheating, communal efforts to reduce cheating will be relatively 
ineffective. Calling cheating a “pathology” may actually obscure the ori-
gins and genuine motivations for cheating through humans’ tendencies to 
detect and punish cheaters in social contracts (Cosmides et al., 2005).

ConClusions

The psychological analysis of human behaviour is usually based on attempts 
to accurately describe, explain, predict, and control it. This gives psycholo-
gists a chance to understand why people take certain actions and how, if 
needed, they might be changed. As we have shown, in the case of aca-
demic dishonesty, answering the question of who cheats enables both an 
understanding of the mechanism leading to that behaviour and possible 
ways to reduce it. The results of the research conducted so far clearly indi-
cates that students characterised by the Dark Triad traits are likely to cheat 
and that the mechanisms responsible for this may be the pragmatic profit-
ability of cheating (i.e., Machiavellianism), the desire to maintain a certain 
image (i.e., narcissism), or low self-control (i.e., psychopathy). They may 
be also particularly likely to outsource academic tasks because of their 
tendency to manipulate and exploit others and to break the rules for their 
own benefit without feeling guilty.

The way to counteract contract cheating, undertaken by students with 
high levels of the Dark Triad traits, depends on a chosen theoretical 
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approach to academic dishonesty. Treating cheating as a social pathology 
results in a search for ways to eliminate or reduce the impact of its causes 
on behaviour. Treating cheating as a pseudopathology leads, in turn, to 
seeking ways to make the interests of the individual and the system com-
patible. No matter the paradigm, a fuller understanding and more effec-
tive means to reduce academic dishonesty, including contract cheating, 
must consider individualised interventions which can best be gleaned by 
an examination of different people, situated within contexts.
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CHAPTER 10

Contract Cheating: The Influence 
of Attitudes and Emotions

Guy J. Curtis and Isabeau K. Tindall

Folk wisdom would suggest that our attitudes provide a good indication 
of what we will do in the future. If we think progressive political causes are 
important, we will be more likely to protest in favour of progressive politi-
cal issues, and if students think cheating is wrong, they will be less likely to 
cheat. However, the relationship between attitudes and behaviour is more 
complex than our intuitions would suggest. For example, sometimes atti-
tudes and behaviour are unrelated, and at other times our attitudes follow 
our actions and not the other way around. In this chapter, we discuss how 
understanding students’ engagement in contract cheating can be informed 
by research on the relationship between academic misconduct attitudes 
and behaviours. We then extend on this discussion to consider how 
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emotions, both felt and anticipated, may influence attitudes towards, and 
engagement in, contract cheating.

Attitudes And ContrACt CheAting

A study on student cheating was one of the earliest to question the intui-
tive idea that attitudes predict behaviour. Corey (1937) gave his introduc-
tory educational psychology students a pencil-and-paper questionnaire 
concerning their attitudes towards cheating in college exams. The ques-
tionnaires were covertly marked with pin pricks so that students were later 
identifiable. Through the semester, Corey (1937) gave his students a series 
of five tests on the course content. These tests were collected and scored, 
and scores were recorded. Students were not told that the tests had been 
scored. The next week, the tests were returned to students for them to 
ostensibly grade themselves and report their self-scored mark to the 
teacher. Students awarded themselves an average of one to two additional, 
unearned, points per test. In other words, low-level cheating was com-
mon. However, there was no significant relationship between the strength 
of students’ attitudes towards cheating measured in the questionnaires 
and the extent of their cheating behaviour.

For some time, Corey’s (1937) study, and similar findings, flummoxed 
psychology researchers who anticipated a positive relationship between 
attitudes and behaviour. Even in contemporary research, we see examples 
of discordant attitudes towards academic misconduct and students’ behav-
iour. For example, recent research found that 11% of students admitted to 
uncited word-for-word plagiarism, despite 98% considering it to be a seri-
ous academic misconduct breach (Curtis & Tremayne, 2021). This means 
that most of the 11% of students who engaged in verbatim copying con-
sidered it to be serious academic misconduct but did it anyway. Research 
has clarified some of the ways in which attitudes and behaviour interact. In 
the next few sections, we outline these interactions between attitudes and 
behaviour, and the implications of these for understanding contract 
cheating.

Cognitive Dissonance

When people’s behaviour is inconsistent with their attitudes they feel psy-
chological discomfort, or dissonance, which they often resolve by chang-
ing their attitudes to become more consistent with their behaviour. This 

 G. J. CURTIS AND I. K. TINDALL



141

phenomenon, called cognitive dissonance, was first described by Festinger 
(1957), and provides a good account of how attitudes can be formed and 
changed. Imagine, for example, that you have neutral political views, but 
your best friend invites you to attend a progressive protest with them. 
After the protest, you may feel that your friend asking you to come was 
insufficient justification for your attendance. You feel some mental dis-
comfort at the fact that you protested about something you were ambiva-
lent about. To resolve this discomfort, you decide that you really do want 
to save the whales and ban nuclear weapons.

In the context of academic misconduct, cognitive dissonance suggests 
that students may become more favourable towards cheating after they do 
it than before they did it, despite what their previous attitudes might be 
(Stephens, 2017; Storch & Storch, 2003). Consider Corey’s (1937) study. 
His students expressed attitudes against cheating but then found that 
throughout the semester they could cheat undetected by awarding them-
selves inflated marks on five tests. Some of these students may have rea-
soned with themselves that if they do not take the opportunity to cheat 
when their classmates might, they would be at a disadvantage, and, there-
fore, they had to cheat. In this situation, cognitive dissonance may occur 
for students who cheated after initially expressing attitudes against cheat-
ing, thus these students might have moderated their attitude to be more 
positive towards cheating. However, we will never know if this occurred in 
Corey’s (1937) study because he did not re-test his students’ attitudes to 
cheating after they had the opportunity to cheat. Nonetheless, a positive 
change in attitudes towards cheating after cheating has occurred fits well 
with literature showing that students cheat despite knowing that it is 
wrong and considering it to be serious (e.g., Curtis & Tremayne, 2021; 
Stephens, 2017). In the context of contract cheating, it is possible that 
students expressing positive attitudes towards contract cheating are more 
likely to have already engaged in contract cheating than students express-
ing a negative attitude (i.e., attitudes may be evidence of past behaviour).

Cognitive dissonance has been proposed as a useful mechanism for pro-
moting socially acceptable attitudes and behaviours. For example, eliciting 
egalitarian statements from men who hold strongly sexist attitudes causes 
a weakening of these attitudes (Swann et al., 1988). However, the small 
amount of relevant research to date suggests little impact of such strategies 
on academic misconduct (e.g., Vinski & Tryon, 2009), and no research 
has yet examined whether cognitive dissonance can counteract contract 
cheating.
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Implicit and Explicit Attitudes

Another reason why attitudes and behaviour sometimes misalign is because 
people can hold differing explicit (or conscious) and implicit (or non- 
conscious) attitudes about the same thing. Explicit attitudes are those that 
people can tell you about when you ask them and are typically measured 
on self-report surveys. Implicit attitudes, however, are more elusive and 
psychologists have developed various methods to assess their presence, 
which often involves examining how quickly people categorize various 
words as “good” versus “bad” (e.g., Gawronski & Hahn, 2019). 
Importantly, sometimes implicit attitudes can be better predictors of 
behaviour than explicit attitudes (Kocan & Curtis, 2009).

Returning to Corey’s (1937) study, it is possible that his students, while 
explicitly opposed to cheating, were implicitly more accepting of it. 
However, as with cognitive dissonance, there is scant research on implicit 
attitudes towards academic misconduct, and what does exist has found no 
relationship between implicit attitudes and cheating behaviour (Sanecka & 
Baran, 2015). Nonetheless, the potential connection between implicit 
contract cheating attitudes and contract cheating behaviour deserves fur-
ther investigation.

General and Specific Attitudes

Extroverts are not always outgoing and introverts are not always shy and 
quiet. The difference between an extroverted person and an introverted 
person is how they will tend to behave across a number of situations over 
time, with the extroverted person being more frequently outgoing than 
the introverted person (Locke et al., 2017). Similarly, attitudes are often a 
guide to how people will generally act across a range or situations but can-
not determine how they will act in specific situations (Epstein, 1983). 
Thus, we find that people who have a negative attitude towards cheating 
tend to cheat less across a range of situations than people who have a posi-
tive attitude towards cheating (Beck & Ajzen, 1991). However, in any 
given situation many immediate influences can impact what a person does 
more than their attitudes do (e.g., their current needs and the likely con-
sequences of their behaviour). Because of this, general attitudes are unreli-
able predictors of specific behaviours in specific situations. On the flip side, 
highly specific attitudes, such as whether a student thinks it is okay to 
cheat on a particular test, are more predictive of their behaviour. Returning 
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to Corey’s (1937) study, students were asked about their general attitude 
towards cheating in exams, not their specific attitude towards cheating in 
the tests they were given in their course. Extending the idea of general and 
specific attitudes to contract cheating, we may expect that on aggregate 
students who are opposed to contract cheating will be less likely to engage 
in it, but general attitudes towards contract cheating will not be a strong 
predictor of students’ choice to cheat on any specific assessment.

The Theory Planned Behaviour (TPB)

The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) is a model that draws on other 
predictors of people’s actions, in addition to attitudes, to better explain 
their behaviour than can be achieved by looking at their attitudes alone 
(Ajzen, 1991). As the name suggests, the TPB is a framework used to 
understand causes of intentional behaviour rather than behaviours that 
occur without forethought. Thus, the TPB is a useful model for consider-
ing contract cheating because it is nearly impossible to imagine a situation 
where a student engages in contract cheating accidentally. Can you imag-
ine a student saying, “Whoops, I tripped over and before I knew it, I had 
inadvertently uploaded my assessment details into a website, asked for 
someone to write my assignment before the due date, and then entered 
my credit card details in order to pay them”?

The TPB states that attitudes are one of three predictors of intentions, 
with intentions predicting behaviour. In addition to attitudes, the two 
other predictors of intentions are subjective norms (what we think other 
people will do or should do in the situation) and perceived behavioural 
control (how much we think we can change our behaviour in the situa-
tion) (Ajzen, 1991). Intentions are an important step to consider when 
predicting voluntary behaviour, for example, a student may intend to 
engage in contract cheating, but subsequently be unable to find anyone to 
write their assignment for them. The TPB is presented in Fig. 10.1 with 
added emotion-related factors, which we discuss later.

Once again, considering Corey’s (1937) study, although students’ atti-
tudes and behaviours were examined, the other components of the TPB 
were not. Through the course of Corey’s study, a social norm may have 
developed among the students that minor cheating in self-scored tests was 
acceptable. In addition, although students may have expressed an attitude 
opposed to cheating, the ease of cheating on self-scored tests may have 
enhanced their perception that the behaviour was controllable.
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Current affective 
state

Anticipated 
affective state

Subjective cheating 
norms

Cheating attitudes

Cheating intention

Perceived 
behavioural control

Cheating 
behaviour

Fig. 10.1 The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) applied to contract cheating 
(white filled boxes) and extended to include current and anticipated affective states 
(black filled boxes)

The TPB has proven to be a reliable model for predicting students’ 
engagement in plagiarism and cheating (Chudzicka-Czupała et al., 2016; 
Curtis et al., 2018; Uzun & Kilis, 2020). Indeed, one of the first studies 
to test the TPB indicated that the theory could successfully predict stu-
dents’ engagement in academic misconduct (Beck & Ajzen, 1991). Thus, 
because the TPB is good at modelling how attitudes predict academic 
misconduct, and is particularly suited to predicting volitional behaviour, 
we expect that it can reliably predict students’ engagement in contract 
cheating.

In several studies of academic misconduct, the TPB has been extended 
to include other possible predictors of plagiarism and cheating in addition 
to attitudes, norms, perceived behavioural control, and intentions. For 
example, Stone et al. (2010) found that emotional stability and conscien-
tiousness predicted attitudes, norms, and perceived behavioural control 
and contributed to the prediction of academic misconduct. Curtis et al. 
(2018) found that self-control (i.e., the ability to resist temptation) could 
replace perceived behavioural control within a TPB model when predict-
ing plagiarism. Uzun and Kilis (2020) found that students’ feelings of 
moral obligation to avoid plagiarism predicted their plagiarism intentions 
separately from their attitudes. Together, these studies suggest that other 
factors can be considered within a TPB framework to predict contract 
cheating. Particularly important psychological factors that may fit within 
the TPB and add to its ability to predict contract cheating are current and 
anticipated emotions.
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AffeCtive stAtes, Attitudes, And ContrACt CheAting

Student life is filled with many potential opportunities for advancement 
and joy, but can also bring vast amounts of stress and emotional turmoil. 
Moods and emotions (collectively called affective states) can shape peo-
ple’s moment-to-moment decisions (Forgas, 1995), with this being espe-
cially true for younger people (Arain et al., 2013). Typical undergraduate 
students are under 25 years of age, yet the human brain’s decision-making 
capacity and ability to cope with emotional challenges are not fully devel-
oped until around 25 years (Giedd et al., 1999). Thus, it is no surprise that 
people, particularly those under 25 years of age, including most under-
graduate students, sometimes make bad decisions that are affected by their 
emotions.

The remainder of this chapter outlines how felt emotions and antici-
pated emotions can interact with attitudes to influence the likelihood of 
students deciding to engage in contract cheating. There are some good 
reasons why it is important to understand the potential impact of students’ 
emotions on their decision to cheat. First, as mentioned, being a student 
is a time of potential emotional volatility. A study of over 5000 higher 
education students found that they had, on average, higher levels of stress, 
depression, and anxiety than members of a wider community sample 
(Larcombe et  al., 2016). Second, there is existing evidence suggesting 
that felt and anticipated emotions can influence engagement in unethical 
behaviour generally (Zhang et al., 2020), and academic misconduct spe-
cifically (Sierra & Hyman, 2006). Finally, as any psychologist will tell you, 
emotions are changeable and manageable. Thus, there are several actions 
institutions and individuals can take to attenuate the influence of emotions 
on cheating. In the next sections, we elaborate on the impact of current 
and anticipated affective states, and attitudes, on contract cheating behav-
iour, with reference to the modified TPB in Fig. 10.1.

Current Affective States

Based on research in psychology, students’ current affective states can rea-
sonably be expected to influence their attitudes towards cheating, their 
subjective norms concerning cheating, and their perception that cheating 
is within their control. These relationships are represented in Fig. 10.1 by 
the arrows from current affective state to the original TPB factors.
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Affective states can influence general evaluations, such as attitudes, in 
ways that are congruent or incongruent with people’s moods (Forgas, 
1995). For example, people feeling anxious may evaluate someone else as 
more threatening and negative (Curtis & Locke, 2005) or as more posi-
tive (Ciarrochi & Forgas, 1999). Affective states can also influence the way 
in which people think, such that they may process information more 
deeply or more superficially, or in ways that better help them manage their 
moods or adapt to the environment (Curtis, 2013; Forgas, 1998). Recent 
research on academic misconduct has found that students’ attitudes 
towards plagiarism are related to their affective states. For example, four 
studies have found that negative emotionality is related to more positive 
attitudes towards plagiarism (Fu & Tremayne, 2021; Tindall & Curtis, 
2020; Tindall et al., 2021). Thus, it is entirely conceivable that affective 
states would influence attitudes towards contract cheating.

The influence of affective states on information-processing may alter 
perceived norms. A perceived norm may form around simple rules of 
thumb that people rely on when feeling emotional, such as how easily 
examples can be brought to mind (Park & Banaji, 2000). When a student 
is feeling stressed and they attempt to estimate how common cheating is 
among their peers, they may recall an example of a friend who cheated and 
assume cheating is common. Indeed, Tindall and Curtis (2020) found 
that negative emotions were not just related to plagiarism attitudes but 
also to perceiving plagiarism as more common. Subsequently, Tindall 
et  al. (2021) found that the impact of negative emotions on students’ 
perceived norms predicted both their intentions regarding, and engage-
ment in, academic misconduct.

It is likely that the different affective states students experience will have 
different influences on their attitudes. As noted above, studies have found 
that negative emotions were related to more positive attitudes towards 
plagiarism. This finding is consistent with behaviour in other contexts, for 
example, negative emotions are related to more unethical behaviour in the 
workplace (Samnani et al., 2014). However, would feeling happy make a 
student more favourable (i.e., more positive) towards plagiarism and other 
forms of misconduct? Research on emotion and cheating suggests not. In 
an experiment where people could cheat by completing an easier task than 
the one that they were assigned, happiness made no difference to how 
many people cheated (DeSteno et  al., 2019). Moreover, people feeling 
gratitude were less likely to cheat (DeSteno et al., 2019). The impact of 
gratitude on cheating seems to be consistent with Bretag et al.’s (2019) 
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finding that contract cheating engagement is related to dissatisfaction with 
the learning and teaching environment. If students are grateful to teach-
ers, they may be less inclined to cheat.

Moods and emotions can also influence the extent to which behaviours 
are perceived to be controllable. Anxiety and sadness are associated with 
thinking of the world as being uncontrollable (Fiske et al., 1996; Seligman, 
1972). Thus, it is possible that students’ current emotions will influence 
the extent to which they see their ability to complete their own assessment 
work as being controllable. For example, a student who is feeling extremely 
stressed may feel that completing an assignment themselves is beyond 
their control, which may then influence both their intention to cheat and 
how they expect to feel about cheating.

 Anticipated Affective States
A great deal of human decision-making is driven by anticipated emotions. 
We often want to do things that we think will make us feel happy (Gilbert, 
2006). A student, for example, might think that they will feel happier if 
they submit an assignment done by someone else because it will give them 
time to do other things, such as concentrate on other subjects they find 
more interesting. In addition to seeking good feelings, people seek to 
minimize bad feelings. People often want to do things that they think will 
help them avoid negative emotions (Kermer et  al., 2006). If a student 
submits an assignment written by someone else, they might think that 
they will avoid the emotional blow that comes from failing if their own 
work is not good enough. On the other hand, if they submit an assign-
ment written by someone else, they might think that they will feel guilt- 
ridden even if they are never caught. Thus, anticipated emotions, 
depending on what emotion is anticipated, may influence students’ deci-
sions to cheat or to not cheat (Rundle et al., 2019).

As it turns out, people are good at anticipating what emotions future 
events might elicit (Gilbert, 2006). Referring to Fig. 10.1, if a student has 
an unfavourable attitude towards cheating, they might anticipate feeling 
guilty if they do cheat, and be correct in anticipating this emotion. If a 
student perceives that contract cheating is uncommon, they may antici-
pate feeling more guilty if they break this behavioural norm. And, if a 
student believes they have a choice to do something other than cheating, 
they may anticipate feeling more guilty if they do.

Although people are good at predicting what their emotional reactions 
to future events will be, we are less good at anticipating how intensely 
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future events will influence our feelings and we reliably overestimate how 
long our emotional reactions to future events will last (Gilbert, 2006). 
Thus, a student who anticipates feeling guilty about submitting an assign-
ment that was written by someone else may incorrectly guess the level of 
guilt they will feel and overestimate the duration of this guilt. This ten-
dency to overestimate the duration of negative emotions in response to 
future events provides a safeguard against risk-taking (Gilbert, 2006), 
which might incidentally be helpful in the context of academic integrity 
since it may help some students talk themselves out of cheating.

Returning to Fig. 10.1 and the TPB more directly, there is substantial 
evidence that anticipated moral emotions (such as guilt and shame) add to 
the capacity of this model to predict intentions and behaviour (Rivis et al., 
2009). Specifically in the context of academic integrity, Hsiao (2015) 
found that adding anticipated positive and negative affect to the TPB 
added to the prediction of students’ intention to cheat in tests or exams. 
More recently, Curtis et al. (2022), found that anticipated guilt mediated 
the relationship between attitudes, norms, and intentions to engage in 
contract cheating. However, referring to Fig. 10.1, both Hsiao (2015) 
and Curtis et al. (2022) stopped short of assessing whether cheating inten-
tions were related to cheating behaviours.

ConClusion

Psychology research and theories tell us a great deal about attitudes, emo-
tions, behaviour, and how they interact. Much of this knowledge has 
already been applied to help understand academic misconduct such as pla-
giarism and cheating in tests. However, almost no research has extended 
the findings on attitudes and emotions from psychology to contract cheat-
ing. In this chapter, we have outlined many ways that attitudes and emo-
tions, separately and together, may help us understand, predict, and reduce 
students’ engagement in contract cheating.

In sum, the process of cognitive dissonance might help us explain why 
students rationalize engagement in a highly unethical behaviour like con-
tract cheating. Differences between implicit attitudes, explicit attitudes, 
specific attitudes, and general attitudes may help us explain why students’ 
expressed attitudes will not always predict their behaviour. Similarly, the 
TPB gives us a more thorough framework for understanding what factors 
in addition to attitudes are important when predicting contract cheating. 
As we have argued, moods and emotions that students feel, and expect to 
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feel, can further add to the TPB to provide a better understanding of con-
tract cheating. These predictions and speculations, however, need to be 
tested in future research. From the theory and evidence so far, educators 
should take the following practical advice from this chapter: (1) emphasize 
to students the importance of academic integrity to help shape their atti-
tudes, subjective norms, and anticipated emotions associated with cheat-
ing; (2) secure assessment so that cheating is difficult, and thus perceived 
as hard to control; (3) seek to reduce the stress associated with study and 
assessment.

referenCes

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and 
Human Decision Processes, 50(2), 197–211. https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-  
5978(91)90020- T

Arain, M., Haque, M., Johal, L., Mathur, P., Nel, W., Rais, A., Sandhu, R., & 
Sharma, S. (2013). Maturation of the adolescent brain. Neuropsychiatric Disease 
and Treatment, 9, 449–461. https://doi.org/10.2147/NDT.S39776

Beck, L., & Ajzen, I. (1991). Predicting dishonest actions using the theory of 
planned behavior. Journal of Research in Personality, 25(3), 285–301. https://
doi.org/10.1016/0092- 6566(91)90021- H

Bretag, T., Harper, R., Burton, M., Ellis, C., Newton, R., Saddiqui, S., & van 
Haeringen, K. (2019). Contract cheating: A survey of Australian university 
students. Studies in Higher Education, 44(11), 1837–1856. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/03075079.2018.1462788

Chudzicka-Czupała, A., Grabowski, D., Mello, A. L., Kuntz, J., Zaharia, D. V., 
Hapon, N., Lupina-Wegener, A., & Börü, D. (2016). Application of the theory 
of planned behavior in academic cheating research–cross-cultural comparison. 
Ethics and Behavior, 26(8). https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2015. 
1112745

Ciarrochi, J. V., & Forgas, J. P. (1999). On being tense yet tolerant: The paradoxi-
cal effects of trait anxiety and aversive mood on intergroup judgments. Group 
Dynamics, 3(3), 227–238. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089- 2699.3.3.227

Corey, S. M. (1937). Professed attitudes and actual behavior. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 28(4), 271–280. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0056871

Curtis, G.  J. (2013). Don’t be happy, worry: Positive mood, but not anxiety, 
increases stereotyping in a mock-juror decision-making task. Psychiatry, 
Psychology and Law, 20(5), 686–699. https://doi.org/10.1080/1321871
9.2012.729019

Curtis, G. J., Clare, J., Vieira, E., Selby, E., & Jonason, P. K. (2022). Predicting 
contract cheating intentions: Dark personality traits, attitudes, norms, and 

10 CONTRACT CHEATING: THE INFLUENCE OF ATTITUDES AND EMOTIONS 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.2147/NDT.S39776
https://doi.org/10.1016/0092-6566(91)90021-H
https://doi.org/10.1016/0092-6566(91)90021-H
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1462788
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1462788
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2015.1112745
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508422.2015.1112745
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2699.3.3.227
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0056871
https://doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2012.729019
https://doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2012.729019


150

anticipated guilt and shame. Personality and Individual Differences, 185, 
111277. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111277

Curtis, G.  J., Cowcher, E., Greene, B.  R., Rundle, K., Paull, M., & Davis, 
M. C. (2018). Self-control, injunctive norms, and descriptive norms predict 
engagement in plagiarism in a theory of planned behavior model. Journal of 
Academic Ethics, 16(1). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805- 018- 9309- 2

Curtis, G. J., & Locke, V. (2005). The effect of anxiety on impression formation: 
Affect-congruent or stereotypic biases? British Journal of Social Psychology, 
44(1), 65–83. https://doi.org/10.1348/014466604X23464

Curtis, G. J., & Tremayne, K. (2021). Is plagiarism really on the rise? Data from 
four 5-yearly surveys. Studies in Higher Education, 46(9), 1816–1826. https://
doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1707792

DeSteno, D., Duong, F., Lim, D., & Kates, S. (2019). The grateful don’t cheat: 
Gratitude as a fount of virtue. Psychological Science, 30(7), 979–988. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0956797619848351

Epstein, S. (1983). Aggregation and beyond: Some basic issues on the prediction 
of behavior. Journal of Personality, 51(3), 360–392. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467- 6494.1983.tb00338.x

Festinger, L. (1957). A theory of cognitive dissonance. Stanford University Press.
Fiske, S. T., Morling, B., & Stevens, L. E. (1996). Controlling self and others: A 

theory of anxiety, mental control, and social control. Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, 22(2), 115–123. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167296 
222001

Forgas, J.  P. (1995). Mood and judgment: The affect infusion model (AIM). 
Psychological Bulletin, 117(1), 39–66. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-  
2909.117.1.39

Forgas, J. P. (1998). On being happy and mistaken: Mood effects on the funda-
mental attribution error. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75(2), 
318–331. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022- 3514.75.2.318

Fu, K. W., & Tremayne, K. S. (2021). Self-efficacy and self-control mediate the 
relationship between negative emotions and attitudes toward plagiarism. 
Journal of Academic Ethics. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805- 021- 09415- 3.

Gawronski, B., & Hahn, A. (2019). Implicit measures: Procedures, use, and inter-
pretation. In G. D. W. H. Blanton & J. M. LaCroix (Eds.), Measurement in 
social psychology (pp. 29–55). Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group.

Giedd, J. N., Blumenthal, J., Jeffries, N. O., Castellanos, F. X., Liu, H., Zijdenbos, 
A., Paus, T., Evans, A. C., & Rapoport, J. L. (1999). Brain development during 
childhood and adolescence: A longitudinal MRI study. Nature Neuroscience, 
2(10), 861–863. https://doi.org/10.1038/13158

Gilbert, D. T. (2006). Stumbling on happiness. Knopf.

 G. J. CURTIS AND I. K. TINDALL

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111277
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-018-9309-2
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466604X23464
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1707792
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1707792
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797619848351
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797619848351
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1983.tb00338.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1983.tb00338.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167296222001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167296222001
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.1.39
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.1.39
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.75.2.318
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-021-09415-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/13158


151

Hsiao, C.  H. (2015). Impact of ethical and affective variables on cheating: 
Comparison of undergraduate students with and without jobs. Higher 
Education, 69(1), 55–77. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734- 014- 9761- x

Kermer, D. A., Driver-Linn, E., Wilson, T. D., & Gilbert, D. T. (2006). Loss aver-
sion is an affective forecasting error. Psychological Science, 17(8), 649–653. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467- 9280.2006.01760.x

Kocan, S. E., & Curtis, G. J. (2009). Close encounters of the initial kind: Implicit 
self-esteem, name-letter similarity, and social distance. Basic and Applied Social 
Psychology, 31(1), 17–23. https://doi.org/10.1080/01973530802659752

Larcombe, W., Finch, S., Sore, R., Murray, C. M., Kentish, S., Mulder, R. A., Lee- 
Stecum, P., Baik, C., Tokatlidis, O., & Williams, D. A. (2016). Prevalence and 
socio-demographic correlates of psychological distress among students at an 
Australian university. Studies in Higher Education, 41(6), 1074–1091. https://
doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.966072

Locke, K. D., Church, A. T., Mastor, K. A., Curtis, G., Sadler, P., McDonald, K., 
de Vargas-Flores, J., Ibáñez-Reyes, J., Morio, H., Reyes, J.  A. S., Cabrera, 
H.  F., Arias, R.  M., Rincon, B.  C., Arias, N.  C. A., Muñoz, A., & Ortiz, 
F. A. (2017). Cross-situational self-consistency in nine cultures. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167217704192.

Park, J., & Banaji, M. R. (2000). Mood and heuristics: The influence of happy and 
sad states on sensitivity and bias in stereotyping. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 78(6), 1005–1023. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-  
3514.78.6.1005

Rivis, A., Sheeran, P., & Armitage, C. J. (2009). Expanding the affective and nor-
mative components of the theory of planned behavior: A meta-analysis of antic-
ipated affect and moral norms. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 39(12), 
2985–3019. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559- 1816.2009.00558.x

Rundle, K., Curtis, G. J., & Clare, J. (2019). Why students do not engage in con-
tract cheating. Frontiers in Psychology, 10(3389). https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2019.02229

Samnani, A. K., Salamon, S. D., & Singh, P. (2014). Negative affect and counter-
productive workplace behavior: The moderating role of moral disengagement 
and gender. Journal of Business Ethics, 119(2), 235–244. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10551- 013- 1635- 0

Sanecka, E., & Baran, L. (2015). Explicit and implicit attitudes toward academic 
cheating and its frequency among university students. Polish Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 13(2), 69–92. https://doi.org/10.1515/pjap- 2015- 0030

Seligman, M. E. (1972). Learned helplessness. Annual Review of Medicine, 23(1), 
407–412. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.me.23.020172.002203

Sierra, J. J., & Hyman, M. R. (2006). A dual-process model of cheating inten-
tions. Journal of Marketing Education, 28(3), 193–204. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0273475306291464

10 CONTRACT CHEATING: THE INFLUENCE OF ATTITUDES AND EMOTIONS 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-014-9761-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2006.01760.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973530802659752
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.966072
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.966072
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167217704192
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.78.6.1005
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.78.6.1005
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2009.00558.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02229
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02229
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1635-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1635-0
https://doi.org/10.1515/pjap-2015-0030
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.me.23.020172.002203
https://doi.org/10.1177/0273475306291464
https://doi.org/10.1177/0273475306291464


152

Stephens, J. M. (2017). How to cheat and not feel guilty: Cognitive dissonance 
and its amelioration in the domain of academic dishonesty. Theory Into Practice, 
56(2), 111–120. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2017.1283571

Stone, T. H., Jawahar, I. M., & Kisamore, J. L. (2010). Predicting academic mis-
conduct intentions and behavior using the theory of planned behavior and 
personality. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 32(1), 35–45. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01973530903539895

Storch, E. A., & Storch, J. B. (2003). Academic dishonesty and attitudes towards 
academic dishonest acts: Support for cognitive dissonance theory. Psychological 
Reports, 92(1), 174–176. https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.2003.92.1.174

Swann, W. B., Pelham, B. W., & Chidester, T. R. (1988). Change through para-
dox: Using self-verification to alter beliefs. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 54(2), 268–273. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022- 3514.54.2.268

Tindall, I. K., & Curtis, G.  J. (2020). Negative emotionality predicts attitudes 
toward plagiarism. Journal of Academic Ethics, 18(1), 89–102. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10805- 019- 09343- 3

Tindall, I. K., Fu, K. W., Tremayne, K., & Curtis, G.  J. (2021). Can negative  
emotions increase students’ plagiarism and cheating? International Journal  
for Educational Integrity, 17(25). https://doi.org/10.1007/s40979- 021- 
 00093- 7

Uzun, A. M., & Kilis, S. (2020). Investigating antecedents of plagiarism using 
extended theory of planned behavior. Computers and Education, 144, 103700. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2019.103700

Vinski, E. J., & Tryon, G. S. (2009). Study of a cognitive dissonance intervention 
to address high school students’ cheating attitudes and behaviors. Ethics and 
Behavior, 19(3), 218–226. https://doi.org/10.1080/10508420902886692

Zhang, H., Shi, Y., Zhou, Z. E., Ma, H., & Tang, H. (2020). Good people do bad 
things: How anxiety promotes unethical behavior through intuitive and auto-
matic processing. Current Psychology, 39(2), 720–728. https://doi.org/ 
10.1007/s12144- 018- 9789- 7

 G. J. CURTIS AND I. K. TINDALL

https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2017.1283571
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973530903539895
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973530903539895
https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.2003.92.1.174
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.54.2.268
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-019-09343-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-019-09343-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40979-021-00093-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40979-021-00093-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2019.103700
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508420902886692
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-9789-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-9789-7


153

CHAPTER 11

Applying Situational Crime Prevention 
Techniques to Contract Cheating

Joseph Clare

This chapter outlines a toolkit for contract cheating prevention that builds 
on what we know has worked in a criminal justice context: the situational 
crime prevention (SCP) framework. Initially, the theoretical foundation 
for SCP will be discussed, along with the evidence that this approach pro-
duces sustainable, scalable crime prevention outcomes that are indepen-
dent of detection and apprehension of offenders. Following this, the 
relevance of SCP for academic integrity (generally) and contract cheating 
(specifically) is explained. The chapter then demonstrates how to use the 
SCP toolkit in creative ways to reduce the opportunity for contract cheat-
ing in a tertiary setting, drawing parallels to strategies discussed through-
out this edited collection. The chapter concludes by explaining that SCP 
is a process that needs to be committed to as an ongoing strategy for 
reducing and removing contract cheating opportunities.

J. Clare (*) 
School of Law, University of Western Australia, Crawley, WA, Australia
e-mail: joe.clare@uwa.edu.au

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022
S. E. Eaton et al. (eds.), Contract Cheating in Higher Education, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_11

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_11&domain=pdf
mailto:joe.clare@uwa.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-12680-2_11


154

Moving beyond definition, MeasureMent, 
and detection: the ProbleM of Preventing 

contract cheating

Much of the current research into contract cheating has focused on defin-
ing what it is that we are concerned about (e.g., Bretag et  al., 2019; 
Newton, 2018), measuring the extent to which this problem is occurring 
(e.g., Bretag et al., 2019; Curtis & Clare, 2017), and looking at ways of 
detecting those engaging in this practice (e.g., Rogerson, 2017). These 
are all important endeavours and they are all crucial for developing tar-
geted prevention strategies. However, these current strategies are likely 
highly ineffective at catching those involved in contract cheating (Gong & 
Lee, 2021) and are largely unrelated to why others choose not to cheat 
(Rundle et al., 2019). Consequently, it is also important to broaden the 
research focus beyond understanding and catching offenders, focusing 
instead on preventing cheating behaviours from occurring.

In exploring options for prevention, some fundamental characteristics 
of contract cheating are important to emphasise. It is clear that the norm 
is not to cheat (Curtis et al., 2021), that students cheat more on some 
types of assessments than others (Bretag et al., 2019), and that students 
who cheat once are likely to do so on multiple occasions (Curtis & Clare, 
2017). There is also evidence indicating that easy opportunities to cheat 
increase the likelihood of students engaging in academic misconduct 
(Hodgkinson et al., 2015).

When thinking about these patterns and the role that opportunity plays 
in contract cheating it is important to reflect on the role opportunity plays 
in deviance in other contexts, particularly with respect to crime. It is clear 
from criminological research that the norm is not to offend and that even 
the most motivated offenders still only offend when they are presented 
with the appropriate context and opportunity (Eck, 2015). Furthermore, 
a large percentage of crime is perpetrated by a very small number of 
offenders (Martinez et al., 2017), crime problems cluster non-randomly 
in time and place (Eck, 2015), and repeat victimisation accounts for a very 
large proportion of the total victimisation experience (SooHyun et  al., 
2017). In short, a small group of people offend a lot, they do this in a 
small time/space window, and they repeatedly target a small number of 
potential (highly suitable) targets.

Felson and Clarke (1998) build on these patterns to propose the ten 
principles of crime opportunity, which are: (1) opportunities play a role in 
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causing all crime; (2) crime opportunities are highly specific; (3) crime 
opportunities are concentrated in time and space; (4) crime opportunities 
depend on everyday movements of activity; (5) one crime produces oppor-
tunities for another; (6) some products offer more tempting crime oppor-
tunities; (7) social and technological changes produce new crime 
opportunities; (8) crime can be prevented by reducing opportunities; (9) 
reducing opportunities does not usually displace crime; and (10) focused 
opportunity reduction can produce wider declines in crime. As Eck and 
Eck (2012) explain:

Rather than consider crime as the result of a few people with constant high 
propensities to offend—as is typically assumed in assistance and coercive 
crime policies—the opportunity perspective focuses on proximal situations: 
people choose whether to offend. The sound bite version of this perspective 
is “opportunity makes the thief” (Felson & Clarke, 1998). If people who 
offend have stable propensities, they cannot act on them unless there is an 
opportunity to do so. If people have unstable propensities to offend, proxi-
mal circumstances not only provide opportunities but also can trigger 
offending by providing temptations. In either case, the immediate situation 
matters. (p. 284)

With respect to criminological theory, this opportunity perspective is sup-
ported by the rational choice perspective (Clarke & Cornish, 1985). The 
rational choice perspective makes several important assumptions (compre-
hensively expanded by Cornish & Clarke, 2017) that are relevant to con-
tract cheating. First, it is assumed that offenders make ‘bounded’ rational 
choices, constrained by cognitive capacity, time, imperfect information, 
and the context-specific balance of perceived costs (risk/effort) and ben-
efits (rewards) of their actions. Second, the immediate risk-reward-effort 
equation influences decision-making much more than the long-term con-
sequences of being apprehended for offending. Third, offending decisions 
can be influenced by factors that occur before, during, and after the 
offending action (with the offending decision unfolding like a ‘crime 
script’) meaning there are opportunities for prevention by reducing 
opportunity at all these time points. Finally, this perspective posits that 
anyone could offend provided the immediate contextual ratio of risk- 
reward- effort makes it boundedly rational for that person. All of these 
assumptions are supported by extensive offender-focused research.

11 APPLYING SITUATIONAL CRIME PREVENTION TECHNIQUES… 



156

Relating these assumptions to what is known about contract cheating, 
there are obvious connections. When considering the assumption that 
crime results from the interaction of motivation and situation, context 
matters and motivation to contract cheat are situationally dependent. Pre- 
COVID- 19, this was demonstrated by hypothetical decision-making stud-
ies that found students were prepared to cheat when the risk of detection 
was low and/or the reward was high (Ogilvie & Stewart, 2010; Rigby 
et al., 2015). Most recently, this has been demonstrated by the dramatic 
increase in frequency of cheating behaviours during the pandemic (Dey, 
2021). Pre-pandemic, 3.5% of postsecondary students were estimated to 
have engaged in contract cheating at least once (Curtis & Clare, 2017). 
More recently, analysis of Chegg usage by computer science, mechanical 
engineering, electrical engineering, physics, and chemistry students 
revealed a 196% increase in requests posted during 2020 (compared to the 
same duration 12  months earlier, before the onset of the pandemic, 
Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021). Although some of these students may have 
cheated anyway, the increased stresses caused by COVID-19 have clearly 
caused other students to act in a situationally influenced way. Further to 
this, contract cheating is always a choice. The factors that increase the 
likelihood of making this choice (Rundle et al., 2019, 2020) do not force 
students to log into online essay mills with their assignment questions and 
credit cards. People engage in contract cheating because they think it will 
be beneficial to them. Finally, as with other crime, opportunity plays a 
powerful role in engaging in contract cheating. Much has been written 
about the growth and proliferation of online essay mills (e.g., Warren, 
2021), acting to increase availability for repeat cheaters and the cheat- 
curious. We know from other crime contexts that many opportunities 
increase frequency of offending for offenders and the risk of offending for 
typically law-abiding individuals (Clarke, 2017).

As outlined in the ten principles of opportunity and crime (above), the 
assumptions of the rational choice perspective offer a useful (and reason-
ably optimistic) foundation for developing targeted contract cheating pre-
vention strategies. If offenders make context-specific choices to offend (or 
not) based on the immediate perceived ratio of risk, reward, and effort 
involved, then (a) offending is not inevitable and (b) the risk-reward- 
effort ratios can be manipulated to make offending less rational (Cornish 
& Clarke, 1986, 2017). Thankfully, it is not essential to understand ‘why’ 
an unwanted behaviour occurs to prevent the behaviour. A classic example 
to demonstrate this point, responsible for ubiquitous, sustained, dramatic 
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reductions in vehicle theft around the world, was the introduction of elec-
tronic vehicle immobilisers (Farrell et al., 2014). It was not necessary to 
understand the motivations, personality dispositions, and developmental 
circumstances of would-be vehicle thieves to make this change happen. 
Instead, a targeted, opportunity-focused prevention strategy was imple-
mented preventing cars from being stolen in traditional ways. These ratio-
nal choice perspective principles underpin the 25 techniques of SCP, which 
have consistently been highly effective in reducing crime problems for 
over four decades through altering offending opportunities by increasing 
the risk and effort involved, reducing the reward and provocations for 
crime, and removing the excuses for doing the wrong thing (see Table 11.1 
from Clarke, 2017, for a comprehensive discussion of this framework, and 
https://popcenter.asu.edu for a collection of successful case studies across 
a wide range of crime contexts).

Hodgkinson et al. (2015) were the first to explicitly examine the utility 
of the SCP framework for the prevention of academic misconduct issues. 
Through a review of research Hodgkinson et  al. identified three broad 
categories of academic dishonesty: plagiarism, cheating on tests, and col-
lusion, each with different problem characteristics and involving different 
offending strategies. Using the 25 SCP techniques outlined in Table 11.1, 
Hodgkinson et al. proposed a range of strategies that could be used (in 
isolation or combination) to address these varying types of academic 
integrity problems. For example, to reduce the opportunity for cheating 
on tests, it would be possible to simultaneously: (a) target harden (increas-
ing the effort involved) by ensuring exam papers are kept locked/super-
vised and documents are encrypted and/or password protected; (b) 
extend guardianship during exams (increasing the risk of cheating) by 
utilising additional proctors and/or having students grade each other’s 
work in groups; (c) conceal targets (reducing the rewards of trying to 
cheat) by avoiding re-using exams and/or not returning completed exams 
for students to keep; (d) reduce frustration and stress involved with com-
pleting exams (reducing provocations for cheating) by ensuring assess-
ments are fair, clear, and sufficient time is provided; and (e) setting clear 
rules about exams (removing excuses for cheating) by having and imple-
menting university regulations and warning students not to engage in 
cheating behaviours at the start of each exam.

Moving from the hypothetical to the applied and focusing specifically 
on contract cheating behaviours, Baird and Clare (2017) demonstrated 
the utility of the SCP framework for removing the opportunity for 
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Table 11.1 The 25 techniques of situational crime prevention, with crime pre-
vention examples of each technique (from Clarke, 2017)

Increase effort Increase risk Reduce rewards Reduce 
provocations

Remove excuses

1. Target harden
•  Steering column 

locks and 
ignition 
immobilisers

•  Anti-robbery 
screens

•  Tamper-proof 
packaging

6. Extend 
guardianship
•  Go out in 

group at 
night

•  Leave signs 
of occupancy

•  Carry mobile 
phone

11. Conceal 
targets
•  Off-street 

parking
•  Gender- 

neutral 
phone 
directories

•  Unmarked 
armoured 
trucks

16. Reduce 
frustrations and 
stress
• Efficient lines
• Polite service
•  Expanded 

seating
•  Soothing 

music/muted 
lights

21.  Set rules
•  Rental 

agreements
•  Harassment 

codes
•  Hotel 

registration

2. Control access 
to facilities
• Entry phones
•  Electronic card 

access
•  Baggage 

screening

7. Assist natural 
surveillance
•  Improved 

street 
lighting

•  Support 
whistle-
blowers

12. Remove 
targets
•  Removable 

car radios
•  Women’s 

shelters
•  Pre-paid 

cards for pay 
phones

17. Avoid 
disputes
•  Separate 

seating for rival 
soccer fans

•  Reduce 
crowding in 
bars

• Fixed cab fares

22. Post 
instructions
• ‘No parking’
•  ‘Private 

property’
•  ‘Total fire 

ban’

3. Screen exits
•  Tickets needed 

for exit
•  Export 

documents
•  Electronic 

merchandise 
tags

8. Reduce 
anonymity
•  Taxi driver 

IDs
•  ‘How’s my 

driving?’ 
Decals

•  School 
uniforms

13. Identify 
property
•  Property 

marking
•  Vehicle 

licensing and 
parts marking

•  Cattle 
branding

18. Reduce 
temptation and 
arousal
•  Controls on 

violent 
pornography

•  Prohibit racial 
slurs

23. Alert 
conscience
•  Roadside 

speed display 
boards

•  Signatures 
for customs 
declarations

•  ‘Shoplifting 
is stealing’

4. Deflect 
offenders
• Street closures
•  Separate 

bathrooms for 
women

• Disperse pubs

9. Use place 
managers
•  CCTV for 

double-deck 
busses

•  Two clerks 
for 
convenience 
stores

•  Reward 
vigilance

14. Disrupt 
markets
•  Monitor 

pawn shops
•  Controls on 

classified ads
•  License street 

vendors

19. Neutralise 
peer pressure
•  ‘Idiots drink 

and drive’
•  ‘It’s OK to say 

no’
•  Disperse 

school 
troublemakers

24. Assist 
compliance
•  Easy library 

check out
•  Public 

lavatories
•  Litter 

receptacles

(continued)
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Table 11.1 (continued)

Increase effort Increase risk Reduce rewards Reduce 
provocations

Remove excuses

5. Control tools/
weapons
• ‘Smart’ guns
•  Restrict spray 

paint sales to 
juveniles

•  Toughened beer 
glasses

10. Strengthen 
formal 
surveillance
•  Red light 

cameras
•  Burglar 

alarms
•  Security 

guards

15. Deny 
benefits
•  Ink 

merchandise 
tags

•  Graffiti 
cleaning

•  Disabling 
stolen mobile 
phones

20. Discourage 
imitation
•  Rapid repair of 

vandalism
•  Censor details 

of modus 
operandi

25. Control 
drugs and 
alcohol
•  Server 

intervention 
programs

•  Alcohol-free 
events

contract cheating in a business capstone unit. After discovering an ongo-
ing and coordinated contract cheating problem within a specific unit, 
using the process for implementation outlined in the next section, the 
opportunity to cheat was reduced by simultaneously and systematically 
adjusting a wide range of assessment elements. Opportunity adjustments 
included introducing invigilation for online tests (increasing effort by 
deflecting offenders), introducing updated, bespoke case studies (reduc-
ing rewards by concealing targets), distributing academic misconduct 
information to students at the start of the unit (reducing provocations by 
reducing temptation and arousal), and implementing an anonymous 
whistle- blower type feedback facility (increasing the risk by assisting natu-
ral surveillance from the student group). Not only was this intervention 
effective, but it also achieved this prevention goal without disadvantaging 
students who were not engaging in contract cheating (Baird & Clare, 
2017). Designing out opportunities to cheat did not mean assessments 
were any harder for students who do the right thing.

As will be discussed below, simultaneously doing all possible things to 
reduce the opportunity is the best approach to implementing 
SCP.  Furthermore, as mentioned above, these prevention gains can be 
achieved without relying on detection, apprehension, and prosecution. 
This is particularly important in a contract cheating context, given that 
much of the purchased work has the potential to be original, and, as such, 
would not be flagged by text-matching software. Drawing on this, the 

11 APPLYING SITUATIONAL CRIME PREVENTION TECHNIQUES… 



160

next section of this chapter examines the process of designing and imple-
menting SCP with a view to helping practitioners reduce the opportunity 
for contract cheating in other academic contexts.

looking for creative Ways to reduce contract 
cheating oPPortunities

This section examines how the lessons learned from applying the SCP 
process to crime prevention can be translated to developing contract 
cheating prevention interventions. Four main elements to this process will 
be explained: (1) the importance of focusing on specific types of contract 
cheating; (2) try to develop an understanding of how contract cheating is 
being committed; (3) commit to an action-research model to address the 
specific problem, where you learn from, and build on imperfect responses; 
and (4) utilise all available solutions, remembering problems can be pre-
vented by altering opportunities before, during, and after they occur. Each 
of these elements are expanded, below.

Focus on Specific Types of Contract Cheating

Being specific about the problem to be prevented is key. In a crime con-
text, to be effective, SCP needs to address a meaningful category of similar 
crimes. For example, within the high-level category of vehicle crime there 
are several distinct sub-problems. Stealing from cars will have distinct 
motivations, skill sets, time/place locations, and require different resources 
in comparison to stealing cars themselves. Within the theft of cars cate-
gory, further meaningful distinctions will exist relating to the types of cars 
targeted, the process of stealing the cars, and the reason the cars are being 
stolen (Clarke, 2017). In a similar way, it is important to be clear about 
the type of contract cheating that is being targeted by the prevention 
effort. Some clues exist in the literature in relation to this. For example, 
Lim and See (2001) asked students to consider 21 types of academic mis-
conduct, and Bretag et al. (2019) asked respondents to consider contract 
cheating with respect to 13 different assessment tasks. Developing a typol-
ogy of meaningful categories of contract cheating relates back to the 
importance of definition, but also includes distinct characteristics relating 
to how cheating is occurring and what resources are involved.
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Understand how Contract Cheating Is Being Committed

Building on these meaningful categories of contract cheating problems, it 
is necessary to discover as much as possible about how this cheating is tak-
ing place in the current opportunity context. Electronic vehicle immobil-
isers were effective in preventing a large proportion of vehicle theft because 
they make it much harder to steal cars the way offenders were doing it at 
the time. In a contract cheating context, learning how particular catego-
ries of cheating are being completed could be done through discussions 
with students (particularly offenders) about their experiences: what oppor-
tunities exist, how are they being exploited, and so on. As in Baird and 
Clare (2017), whistle-blower feedback could also clarify the current cheat-
ing environment. In addition to these approaches, it is also possible to 
adopt what is referred to within the crime prevention literature as a ‘think 
thief’ perspective (Ekblom, 1995), where one attempts to place them-
selves in the shoes of the offender to seek to understand how a particular 
crime type is done (e.g., Lasky et  al., 2017, discuss this approach with 
respect to preventing shoplifting). For example, a student who wants to 
submit an essay purchased from a third-party must complete a process 
(including, but not limited to) (1) interacting with the third-party to 
obtain the contracted assignment, (2) submitting the contracted assign-
ment, and (3) not getting caught for cheating. “Thinking like a student 
who intends to cheat” exposes the necessary sequence of events required 
to offend (the before, during, and after crime ‘script’ required to success-
fully complete the offending behaviour, e.g., Leclerc, 2017), which can 
identify points for potential opportunity-reducing interventions that can 
make the offending less rational (increasing risk/effort, reducing reward/
provocations, and/or removing excuses).

Use an Action-Research Model to Address your Problem

SCP is a toolkit for developing a targeted solution—not a solution in its 
own right. As Clarke (2017) explains, “the problem-solving methodology 
is a form of ‘action research’ in which the problem is studied, hypotheses 
about the main determinants are developed, a range of solutions are iden-
tified and studied, the chosen measures are put into place, and the results 
are then evaluated” (p. 292). Several incremental target-hardening strate-
gies were tried to deter vehicle theft (i.e., central locking, alarms, steering 
wheel locks, and mechanical immobilisers) before developing the in-built 
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electronic immobiliser (Farrell et  al., 2011). Furthermore, additional 
strategies (including a name-and-shame ‘most stolen’ car league table) 
were required to encourage manufacturers to become part of the vehicle 
theft prevention process (Laycock, 2004). Crime prevention efforts did 
not stop once the first intervention was found to be sub-optimal. 
Translating this to a contract cheating context, the lesson for academics is 
that if your current approach has not fixed the problem, learn from what 
you did, adjust your approach, and try again.

Consider a Variety of Solutions

In addition to revisiting existing detection strategies, it is crucial to 
broaden the range of interventions being used to combat the specific 
problem you are dealing with. As discussed, above, through developing a 
clearer understanding of how students are currently cheating, new points 
of intervention will be identified before, during, and after the cheating 
behaviour. As Clarke (2017) explains, “a [SCP approach] is more effective 
when it adopts a package of measures, each of which is directed to a par-
ticular point of the process of committing the crime” (p. 292). With this 
aim in mind, drawing together some of the other ideas discussed in this 
book, and using the 25 techniques within the SCP structure under the 
mechanisms of risk, reward, effort, provocations, and excuses, Table 11.2 
provides a non-exhaustive set of interventions that could be tried by aca-
demics interested in changing the opportunity structure for specific con-
tract cheating problems. Some interventions can be located within more 
than one technique-mechanism—this is not a problem as they are not 
intended to be mutually exclusive. Furthermore, some techniques are 
intended to reduce opportunity before cheating (e.g., blocking access to 
known cheating sites), some target the ‘during’ cheating phase (e.g., 
invigilation of online tests), and others focus on the aftermath of cheating 
(e.g., whistle blowing and post-assessment cross-questioning practices).

take hoMe Messages for Practitioners seeking 
to develoP targeted Prevention strategies

This chapter concludes by emphasising that SCP is a process that needs to 
be committed to as an ongoing strategy for addressing contract cheating 
opportunities. Restating the words of Clarke (2017), “to conclude with a 
harsh fact: situational prevention might be easier to undertake than longer 
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Table 11.2 Placing a range of proposed interventions within the framework of 
the 25 techniques of SCP (adapted from Clarke, 2017)

Increase effort Increase risk Reduce rewards Reduce 
provocations

Remove excuses

1. Target 
harden
•  Enhance 

staff 
education/
training 
about 
contract 
cheating

6. Extend 
guardianship
•  Facilitate 

anonymous 
peer feedback 
(whistle 
blowing)

•  Implement 
post-assessment 
cross- 
questioning 
practices

11. Conceal 
targets
•  Use up-to-date 

and bespoke 
assessment tasks

16. Reduce 
frustrations and 
stress
•  Provide 

additional 
training and 
guidance, 
including 
optional extra 
practice of 
assessments

•  Scaffolding—
Building skills 
and reducing 
the need to 
cheat (Stoesz 
et al., this 
book)

21. Set rules
•  Distribute 

academic 
misconduct 
and academic 
integrity 
information

2. Control 
access to 
facilities
•  Block 

access to 
known 
cheating 
websites

7. Assist natural 
surveillance
•  Facilitate 

anonymous 
peer feedback 
(whistle 
blowing)

12. Remove 
targets
•  Use up-to-date 

and bespoke 
assessment tasks

17. Avoid 
disputes
•  Clarify 

standards of 
proof required 
for confirming 
contract 
cheating

22. Post 
instructions
•  Distribute 

academic 
misconduct 
and academic 
integrity 
information

•  Provide 
additional 
training and 
guidance, 
including 
optional 
extra practice 
of 
assessments

(continued)
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Table 11.2 (continued)

Increase effort Increase risk Reduce rewards Reduce 
provocations

Remove excuses

3. Screen 
exits
 •  Prevent 

exam 
papers and 
notes from 
leaving 
venues

8. Reduce 
anonymity
•  In-built 

identifiable 
electronic 
watermarks on 
university 
documentation

•  Require intact 
document 
properties

•  Require test/
exam ID

13. Identify 
property
•  In-built 

identifiable 
electronic 
watermarks on 
university 
documentation

18. Reduce 
temptation and 
arousal
•  Distribute 

academic 
misconduct 
information

•  Avoid reusing 
assessments

•  Scaffolding—
Building skills 
and reducing 
the need to 
cheat (Stoesz 
et al., this book)

23. Alert 
conscience
•  Distribute 

academic 
misconduct 
and academic 
integrity 
information

4. Deflect 
offenders
 •  Block 

access to 
known 
cheating 
websites

9. Use place 
managers
•  Invigilation of 

online tests

14. Disrupt 
markets
•  Deny access to 

cheating sites

19. Neutralise 
peer pressure
•  Randomly 

allocate 
students to 
group work

•  Facilitate 
anonymous 
peer feedback 
(whistle 
blowing)

24. Assist 
compliance
•  Provide 

additional 
training and 
guidance, 
including 
optional extra 
practice of 
assessments

5. Control 
tools/
weapons
 •  Block 

access to 
known 
cheating 
websites

10. Strengthen 
formal 
surveillance
•  Utilise 

engagement 
metrics 
wherever 
possible

•  Increasing staff 
awareness of 
student 
progress (Stoesz 
et al., this book)

•  Implement 
post-assessment 
cross- 
questioning 
practices

15. Deny benefits
•  Enforce 

misconduct 
procedures 
whenever 
possible

20. Discourage 
imitation
•  Enforce 

misconduct 
procedures 
whenever 
possible

•  Publicise 
enforcement of 
misconduct 
procedures

•  Publicise 
detected cases 
and penalties

25. Control 
drugs and 
alcohol
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term efforts to alter dispositions, but it can still be very difficult to imple-
ment” (p. 292). That said, there are enough success stories from other 
contexts to be confident that this is an avenue well-worth exploration in 
the contract cheating prevention context.

Some final points to note, for those who are thinking SCP approaches 
just push crime around the corner. Research evidence is clear that whole- 
scale crime displacement is rare (Johnson et al., 2014). Just as making it 
harder to break into one house does not make other houses more suitable 
for burglary, making one assignment less suitable for contract cheating 
does not increase the vulnerability of other assessment items. Instead, 
research has shown that the norm following targeted  crime prevention 
implementation is a diffusion of crime prevention benefits, such that the 
benefits extend beyond the target of the intervention (Johnson et  al., 
2014). Translating this into academic misconduct, focusing on contract 
cheating may also reduce incidents of other types of academic misconduct. 
Finally, those seeking to explore the value of SCP for reducing opportu-
nity to cheat in their units must remain aware that offending will adapt. 
Technologies are going to continue to emerge that are designed to cir-
cumvent existing prevention strategies. A SCP approach expects this, 
which is why it advocates for an ongoing action-research process.
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CHAPTER 12

Presentation, Properties and Provenance: 
The Three Ps of Identifying Evidence 

of Contract Cheating in Student Assignments

Robin Crockett

Presentation, ProPerties and Provenance: the three 
Ps of identifying evidence of contract cheating 

in student assignments

Contract cheating is the term first proposed by Clarke and Lancaster 
(2006, 2007) to describe the act of a student submitting for assessment 
any work commissioned from a third-party and declaring it—explicitly or 
implicitly—as their own work. This activity, also termed commissioning, 
does not necessarily involve payment or reward. The term ghost-writing is 
sometimes used to describe the activity by a commissioned writer (ghost- 
writer). The term essay mill (see e.g., Cambridge English Dictionary 
online, n.d.) is sometimes used to describe a business that employs or acts 
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as a procurer for ghost-writers (Ellis et al., 2018; Medway et al., 2018; 
Rogerson, 2014). The term assignment provider is used herein as an all- 
embracing term for businesses that provide submissible assignments to 
students.

Some assignment providers advertise a multiplicity of ‘value-added’ fea-
tures to imply higher quality and standards (Rowland et al., 2018). Others 
make few or no such claims (Newton, 2018; Sutherland-Smith & 
Dullaghan, 2019). Some assignment providers include disclaimers on their 
websites that students should use purchased work for guidance and not 
submission, others do not. However, it is often the case that such disclaim-
ers, where present, are afforded significantly less emphasis and visibility 
than statements claiming the work provided is ‘plagiarism free’, implying 
‘undetectable’. At the time of writing (August–October 2021), contract 
cheating is increasing (Curtis, 2021). Furthermore, essay bots (i.e., artificial 
intelligence (AI) enabled writing software) present an emerging threat.

Institutions have to take appropriate action when cheating is identified 
to protect the integrity of their awards, and their reputations. However, it 
is not as simple as every student who commissions is motivated to cheat: 
Some assignment providers are actively and deliberately deceptive in their 
marketing to lure naive and inexperienced students. Consequently, institu-
tions additionally have duties of care to their students to deter them from 
cheating practices and, where appropriate, rehabilitate those who become 
ensnared and seek advice and support to disentangle themselves and ‘go 
straight’.

Furthermore, it is not as simple as dismissing contract cheating as an 
isolated problem with an occasional student who might commission an 
‘inconsequential’ assignment. There can be major professional conse-
quences: Would you want to be treated by a medic who had cheated their 
drug-dose-calculation assessments? (And if you think your students can-
not cheat key assessments because you assess via formal examinations, 
think again.)

Lastly, there is the possibility of blackmail (Draper et al., 2021). A stu-
dent when transacting is unlikely to think beyond the convenience of buy-
ing a supposedly undetectable assignment. However, as well as the risk of 
ordering information, however well anonymised by a student, subse-
quently identifying them, a commissioned assignment becomes traceable 
as soon as it is submitted via similarity-checking software. Another danger 
is assignment providers sending unredacted student ‘testimonials’, pro-
vided by identifiable student customers, to other students (Crockett & 
Maxwell, 2021).
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Presentation

Generally, initial identification of ghost-written work is dependent on the 
alertness and awareness of graders/moderators (Bretag & Mahmud, 
2009; Dawson & Sutherland-Smith, 2017; Lancaster & Clarke, 2007; 
Rogerson, 2017). Therefore, let us start with a hypothetical assignment 
that has caught your attention because it somehow looks wrong but is not 
showing the usual similarity-score indications of copying or collusion. The 
underlying questions regarding what to look for can be summarised as ‘Is 
there visible information suggesting an assignment provider?’, and ‘Does 
it align with other student work?’

Handwritten Assignments

Although the focus in this chapter is electronic submissions, let us briefly 
consider handwritten assignments such as formal examination scripts or 
training-placement logbook-type assignments. The key question here can 
be summarised as ‘Is the handwriting the student’s normal handwriting, 
allowing for circumstances?’

With regard to examinations, compare with the student’s other exami-
nation scripts. Indeed, so doing might reveal other handwritings corre-
sponding to other third-parties commissioned for other examinations. 
With regard to logbooks, the expectation is that these are contemporane-
ous records and so can be disjointed accounts of events that might resolve 
over several entries with errors, inconsistencies, amendments and annota-
tions. Thus, a logbook that has been handwritten from a commissioned 
document (possibly written after the events) can look too neat and tidy, 
too unflawed.

Similarity to Other Texts, Similarity Score

If the similarity score with bibliography excluded (as determined by 
similarity- checking software) is anomalously or atypically low, particularly 
if the assignment is well written and with unexpected wording where 
subject- specific terminology (jargon) would be expected, then that can 
indicate a commissioned assignment where a ghost-writer has made 
subject- oblivious edits to reduce the similarity score.

It is not possible to give a one-size-fits-all figure that indicates a similar-
ity score of concern as this is dependent on factors such as the nature of 
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the assignment and level of study. However, a straightforward guideline is 
to view as suspicious any similarity score that is anomalously lower than 
the others in the cohort, well below what is expected for a typical student 
writing the assignment. Another guideline is that some assignment pro-
viders advertise ‘plagiarism free’ guarantees indicating 5% or less similarity, 
bibliography excluded.

Placeholders and Markup

Some assignment providers include pro-forma title pages with placehold-
ers or annotations for students to enter name and submission details before 
submitting. Similarly, some assignments are supplied with placeholders or 
annotations for students to enter specific details (e.g., locations and dates 
of placements). Some students miss this and submit commissioned files 
still containing unedited placeholders or non-deleted annotations. 
Sometimes, this and other information are hidden from normal view but 
can be revealed by toggling the track-changes and markup settings.

Furthermore, an assignment provider might deliberately insert a tell- 
tale (‘Easter Egg’) that indicates an assignment is not the work of the 
student. This can be as explicit as a sentence in the body of the assignment 
to the effect ‘This essay was written by X’ or can be stealthier such as a 
spurious reference in an unrelated subject area, something that is effec-
tively impossible for a student researching the assignment to find and 
include or, indeed, miss when proof-reading.

Presentation and Formatting

Most people have their preferred settings when writing using their own 
device. Therefore, noting possibilities such as writing to a specified tem-
plate or borrowing a computer, is there some aspect of basic document 
formatting for the assignment in question that is inconsistent with other 
work submitted by that student? For example, page size and margins, 
headers and footers, font face, size and styles (e.g., bold, italics), line and 
paragraph spacings and text alignment/justification. Also, consider 
whether it looks like a student-written document (i.e., a document pre-
pared by someone who is learning) or more like a professionally produced 
and formatted document.
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Phrasing, Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation

Everyone who writes English (or any language) has their own preferred 
turns of phrase, use of words and spelling preferences where alternative 
spellings exist. Some languages, notably but not exclusively English, have 
different national spelling conventions. Furthermore, everyone has their 
punctuation—and mispunctuation—habits, commonly apostrophes in 
English but also hyphens, commas versus dashes, colons versus semi- 
colons, single versus double quotes, single versus double spaces after full- 
stops and capitalisation of proper nouns. Therefore, are there identifiable 
differences in such aspects between the assignment in question and the 
student’s other submissions that align with third-party authorship?

Writer ‘Voice’ and Focus

Voice, in this context, is an inclusive term covering aspects such as style, 
tone, vocabulary, level of approach and exposition of concepts. Some 
aspects of voice are characteristic of students at given stages of their learn-
ing and development, others are more individual. It is important to allow 
for differences in voice necessitated by different assignment briefs, but 
differences not thus accounted for can indicate a ghost-written assignment.

Consideration of voice, including whether the voice appears genuinely 
student or contrived by a professional writer to appear student-like, thus 
requires knowledge of the teaching materials and subject coverage, also of 
an individual student in question and their development as an indepen-
dent learner. This can necessitate detailed consideration by several tutors 
familiar with the student and their submissions.

Furthermore, assignment providers mass-produce assignments and so 
expend minimal effort over short timescales to produce maximal output at 
acceptable quality. Thus, new assignments can be substantially assembled 
from parts of previous assignments, edited to minimise similarity. This can 
result in a well-voiced assignment, with good vocabulary at the expense of 
core-content and some unusual wording to minimise similarity, that misses 
a specific focus of the assignment brief.

While full consideration of computer coding assignments is beyond the 
scope of this chapter, coder voice can be considered in essentially the same 
way as writer voice. There are many programming languages and coders 
have their individual voices, albeit constrained by the restricted vocabular-
ies and syntaxes of programming languages compared to human languages.
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References

Many students, particularly early-stage students, find referencing non- 
straightforward. Use of reference management software can help but must 
be configured and learned. Thus, it is reasonable to expect in-text citations 
and reference lists to be presented using an acceptable referencing style/
system but with some errors and inconsistencies.

Therefore, use of a referencing style/system not as specified for the 
assignment, or not an institutional or discipline standard, can align with a 
ghost-writer referencing in their default style, particularly if the references 
themselves are (near) perfectly presented. Furthermore, referencing that is 
anomalously ‘too perfect’, even if in a specified or expected style/system, 
can align with a ghost-writer. Conversely, inclusion of generic subject ref-
erences but not appropriately specific to the core matter of the assign-
ment, and/or cited at approximate places in the text rather than accurately 
placed, can align with a ghost-writer carrying-over references from previ-
ous similar assignments for efficiency at minimal effort. A ghost-writer 
carrying-over references from previous assignments can also be apparent 
in the reference list showing block-wise similarities (i.e., uninterrupted 
sequences of identical references) to one or more individual sources.

Essay-Bot Writing

Essay bots are online artificial intelligence (AI)-enabled software ‘writing’ 
tools. Described simply, these tools allow students to prepare assignments 
by button-clicking to accept phrases and sentences generated by the soft-
ware according to its programming. Other than enter some initial text 
(e.g., an essay title or statement from an assignment brief), the student 
does no writing and simply button-clicks to accept the AI-suggested text. 
Such text is often characterised by well-written English (or other lan-
guage) but verbose, containing circumlocutions, hyperbole, absences of 
insight, non-sequiturs, out-of-timeline reference points or inconsistent 
numerical ranges/comparisons. An essay-bot-generated assignment can 
appear as a set of loosely connected paragraphs, lacking flow with variably 
phrased repetition of content over successive (introductory) paragraphs, 
and grammatically correct sentences containing subject-inconsistent/dis-
connected clauses. In short, writing that could be termed ‘uninsightfully 
robotic’. However, these AIs will develop and improve.
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ProPerties

This section considers aspects of document properties and metadata that 
can be inspected using the built-in functionality of Microsoft Word and 
other document-processing apps. However, it is sometimes necessary to 
investigate document metadata in more detail, and that is outlined in the 
next section. In either case, as well as evidence in individual metadata 
items, are the metadata as a whole consistent with student authorship?

Where possible, download the student’s originally submitted file from 
the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). Where that is not possible, be 
careful when working with files forwarded by tutors and others as those 
can contain modified metadata. In that context, beware of some apps’ 
default option to re-save (and thereby modify metadata) when closing a 
file opened solely to read/view/print.

File Type and Name

Is the file type (e.g., DOC, DOCX, ODT, PDF) consistent with other 
assignments submitted by the student? In the absence of a difference 
necessitated by the assignment in question, an anomalous file type can 
indicate different authorship. With regard to the filename, is that consis-
tent with the student’s other submitted assignments and/or does it have 
the appearance of a human filename or of an assignment-provider order 
reference? Filenames take a variety of forms, and each of us has our indi-
vidual preferences, but assignment-provider filenames often include order 
references, for example, combinations of writer or customer IDs, cata-
loguing code, dates, word-limit, target grade, separated by hyphens and 
underscores. To illustrate, noting endless variations, CE_0712-0715_2500.
docx, a combination of a two-character provider label, followed by com-
mission and delivery dates (month, day), followed by word limit.

Document Properties (Properties…)

Open the file in an indicated app and check the document properties 
(metadata) via the built-in menu options. There are too many variations in 
details across different apps and operating systems to describe here but, 
Microsoft Office, LibreOffice (The Document Foundation) and others 
collate essentially the same information from DOC, DOCX and ODT files 
in different combinations. However, LibreOffice reports the actual 
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timestamps embedded in documents whereas some other apps can report 
file- system timestamps. Note that metadata in PDFs are often sparse com-
pared to DOC, DOCX and ODT, and are highly dependent on the PDF-
creation software used.

 Author-Name Fields
The expectation is that both creating-author (creator) and last-saving/
modifying (last-modifier) author names correspond to the student. Where 
they do not, are there any good reasons such as the student borrowing a 
computer? Does an author name look like an assignment-provider ID? 
Blank author-name fields do not necessarily indicate anything improper 
and can arise from privacy settings or importing files from Cloud-based 
apps for submission.

If a student borrows a computer to start or finish an assignment then, 
unless they have their own account on that computer, the creator or last- 
modifier name respectively will reflect the owner of the computer. Thus, if 
a student habitually borrows computers, a portfolio of their assignments 
will show an overall pattern of varying author-names corresponding to the 
borrowed computers. Conversely, if a student habitually commissions and 
adds, for example, their title-page details to the commissioned files before 
submitting, a portfolio of their assignments will show an overall pattern of 
varying creator names with consistent last-modifier name(s) aligning with 
the student.

 Timeline Information
This is essentially the created and last-modified/saved timestamps and 
revision/edit history. Very closely spaced timestamps (e.g., a few minutes 
apart) coupled with a very short editing time and small number of revi-
sions can indicate that an assignment provider has made a clean copy for 
the student who has then, for example, opened the file to add their title- 
page details and then saved and submitted. However, some students make 
clean copies of their own entirely honest work for submission, which can 
give rise to similar time-line information.

 Custom Properties and Other Fields
Other fields can contain name or identity information and custom proper-
ties are a combination of user-set and software-set fields and settings. It is 
not possible to give a definitive list of what to look for as the variations are 
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endless, but such fields can include email addresses, name/ID and organ-
isation information, URLs, tell-tales of (unexpected) reference- 
management or word-processing software that has been used at some 
point in the document preparation.

Other Document Settings

As with anomalies in document-properties metadata, anomalies in other 
settings for which there are no good/obvious reasons associated with 
individual assignments can indicate different writers with different prefer-
ences using different apps. Therefore, are such settings consistent with the 
student’s other submissions, or are there otherwise unexplained differ-
ences that align with a different authorship? More specifically, check the 
settings for page size, margins, headers and footers, line and paragraph 
spacings and alignments, font face and size and language(s).

Some software embeds user information in outputs. Therefore, check 
any software output (e.g., design and code files) for evidence of a third- 
party designer or coder—anything that does not align with the student. 
Also check whether the software and version used align with institutional 
student-licensing or is otherwise reasonably available to the student.

Provenance

This section is somewhat more open-ended than the preceding sections: 
Simply, follow-up avenues of investigation that are suggested by what you 
see in a suspicious assignment.

XML: Looking inside Files

DOCX and ODT files are actually zip files of XML (eXtensible Markup 
Language) files of document text and settings, plus embedded files such as 
images and graphs/charts (sometimes with embedded spreadsheet files). 
It is possible to unzip these and inspect the XML files and embedded con-
tent. Doing this does not require specialist tools: Zip software and a text 
editor, as generally pre-installed on computers (and are readily available if 
not) are required. A code editor that can highlight XML markup can help 
but is not necessary.
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 Unzipping DOCX and ODT Files
How to unzip varies according to whether you are using Windows, macOS 
or Linux/BSD. It can be necessary, particularly on Windows, to change 
the filename from filename.docx or filename.odt to filename.zip. Whatever 
method you use, it is good practice to create a new empty directory/
folder and unzip inside that to keep the unzipped contents collated.

Having unzipped the file, inspect the contents as appropriate. Although 
details will vary according to any embedded files and custom properties, 
you should see a list of files and folders with the basic directory-structure 
as shown in Fig.  12.1. Note that while both formats embed XML for 
spreadsheet-generated graphs, Microsoft Word also embeds the (Excel) 
worksheet in DOCX files.

Fig. 12.1 The zipped file folder structures for DOCX (left) and ODT (right). 
Folder names are in bold and folder contents are indented (↳)
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 Further Document Properties and Settings
In DOCX files, the basic document properties are contained in the core.
xml and app.xml files in the docProps folder, and any custom.xml file or any 
files in a customXml folder, if present, can contain useful information. The 
document text is in document.xml. In ODT files, the basic document 
properties are contained in the meta.xml file, as are (some) custom prop-
erties. The document text is in the top-level content.xml file. While empty 
fields can result from the use of privacy settings, or downloading a file 
from Cloud-based software, ‘hacked’ XML files generally indicate an 
attempt to remove information.

 Embedded Files
There can be significant provenance information in an embedded file and 
its metadata, and sometimes in an associated field in the XML.  Many 
images are cropped in the submitted file so that reader sees only what the 
writer intends to be visible, and it can be easier to check uncropped images 
in unzipped files than using an app’s image cropping functionality. 
Embedded graphs/charts are often generated using spreadsheets, which 
can be embedded—with their metadata—in the file.

Open embedded files in indicated apps and check their metadata. In 
DOCX files, images are stored in the media folder, and embedded spread-
sheets are in embeddings, both inside the word folder. In ODT files, images 
are stored in the Pictures folder.

It is not uncommon to find screenshots of the writer’s desktop or app 
windows included in a file. These can reveal a lot of information regarding 
the user, for example, a name in an email tab, a user-account profile pic-
ture or a window that shows a non-student home directory path. To illus-
trate, noting endless variations, C:\Users\contract-writer\commissions\. 
Sometimes date information revealed in a screenshot can pre-date the stu-
dent’s period of study, indicating work initially done at an earlier date.

 Microsoft Word XML ‘w:rsid’ Tags
Whenever a document is opened for editing in Microsoft Word, a unique 
editing/writing XML w:rsid tag is allocated for that session. In DOCX 
files, the session edits in the document.xml file are annotated with the allo-
cated tag (Johnson & Davies, 2020), and all session tags are listed in the 
settings.xml file. Those tags do not give any specific writer or timeline 
information but documents with tags in common very probably have edit-
ing/writing in common.
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There are too many possibilities for there to be a one-size-fits-all figure 
that indicates a suspicious number of w:rsid tags in common. Completely 
distinct assignments are unlikely to have even one tag in common, but 
assignments independently prepared using the same formatted template 
will have template-formatting tags in common. Experience to date indi-
cates that a template in common can account for up to approximately 10% 
of total tags in common, whereas files/assignments having about 60–70% 
or more tags in common probably have substantial common authorship. 
As appropriate, the actual tagged edits in the assignments’ document.xml 
files should be compared.

 Looking inside DOC Files
DOC files are binary files and, therefore, contain little human-readable 
text even if opened in a hexadecimal (hex) editor. In the general case, the 
best option to inspect any embedded files, or other content, is to convert 
the file to (or re-save it in) DOCX format and unzip, noting that some 
metadata might be updated by so doing.

Datasets

Assignment providers require predictable datasets that yield convenient 
results: Real data can be unpredictable and inconvenient. Therefore, check 
data that look ‘too convenient’ (e.g., a dataset that looks like a published 
dataset but with small amounts of noise added to individual data so as not 
to be identical while yielding the same ‘safe’ statistical analysis), or a sur-
vey/questionnaire where all the respondent numbers are multiples of, for 
example, 5 or 10.

Online Evidence

Many assignment providers have their own websites or are listed on others 
or use social media. Therefore, an online search for a suspect author-name 
in an assignment might reveal someone of (essentially) the same name 
promoted on the Internet as, for example, an academic content writer or 
advisor/tutor. An online search for the student name/ID can be produc-
tive: Some students leave such information (possibly including social- 
media profile picture) on such websites when commissioning or giving 
feedback.
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Make sure to bookmark websites of interest and take screenshots of 
webpages at the time of discovery: Do not risk a website changing before 
you can return to it. Conversely, some freelancing websites leech off oth-
ers and can reveal evidence of commissioning after it has disappeared from 
the primary site, and after an initial search.

Third-Party Access to a Student’s VLE Accounts

Some assignment providers offer to ‘do everything’ for a price if the stu-
dent grants them access to their VLE account(s). This can be tempting to 
students: It saves them from having to select and forward (or, indeed, 
read) course materials, or even to make the submission. The benefits to an 
assignment provider go beyond charging more money: They get access to 
valuable resources such as teaching materials and journals, plus similarity- 
checking software to help them fulfil ‘plagiarism free’ guarantees. Where 
this is suspected, check with institutional IT services whether there is evi-
dence such as frequent accesses from unexplained/anomalous IP addresses, 
which can be location-checked using online look-up services.

concluding thoughts

I am not alone in tackling this subject and I commend TEQSA’s guidance 
(TEQSA, 2020, 2021). Given the nature of the material, not everything I 
have covered is completely novel (and, indeed, some is what could be 
termed common sense). However, I hope I have brought a lot of informa-
tion together in one place to help raise awareness and advance professional 
practice.

A ghost-written assignment might not show any typical tell-tales and, 
conversely, an entirely honest assignment could show some. Thus, the 
objective of an investigation is to collate a body of evidence to be consid-
ered on balance of probabilities (e.g., QAA, 2017, 2020; TEQSA, 2017) 
and not proof beyond reasonable doubt. In essence, the question being 
asked—and answered—with regard to assignments submitted by a student 
is whether it is more likely that (a) the student prepared those and the 
suspicious features arose coincidentally or (b) the student commissioned.

It is not (or should not be) necessary to establish precise third-party 
authorship in order to demonstrate that a student has, on balance of prob-
abilities, commissioned. What is (or should be) necessary is to establish a 
body of evidence that demonstrates one or more submitted assignments 
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have, on balance of probabilities, been written in whole or in part by 
someone other than the student.

It is generally appropriate to consider a portfolio of a student’s submis-
sions: Ghost-writing might only be revealed by otherwise unexplained 
inconsistencies amongst several assignments. Also, previously undetected 
contract cheating might be identified, and there is at least anecdotal evi-
dence that students who commission tend to perceive it as a low-risk activ-
ity and commission repeatedly unless/until they are caught (Clarke & 
Lancaster, 2006; Ellis et al., 2018).

It is inappropriate to have any statute of limitations that unnecessarily 
limits investigation to (short) intervals around grading. Indeed, because 
evidence of contract cheating sometimes comes to light after grading, 
sometimes even years after graduation, any such statute of limitations is 
counter-productive and effectively a mechanism for letting culpable indi-
viduals escape sanctions.

Some contract cheating investigations are straightforward with clear 
evidence and take little time. However, others are complex involving sev-
eral suspicious assignments submitted over an extended period containing 
a variety of evidence, possibly involving several students, requiring consid-
erable effort and time (possibly weeks or longer) on the part of tutors and 
investigators to build a case and present it (Clarke & Lancaster, 2007).

It is not possible to design-out contract cheating from assignments 
(Ellis et al., 2019). Simply, there are now too many ways that assignment 
providers cater for student demands. For example, turn-around times of 
one to two hours or less (sometimes a couple of tens of minutes) mean 
time-constrained assessments are vulnerable, and incorporation of teach-
ing materials and tutorial advice relayed by students over extended periods 
mean that assessments supposedly based on students’ individual personal 
development are vulnerable.
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CHAPTER 13

“(Im)possible to Prove”: Formalising 
Academic Judgement Evidence in Contract 

Cheating Cases Using Bibliographic 
Forensics

Cath Ellis, Ann M. Rogerson, David House, 
and Kane Murdoch

IntroductIon

There is a growing body of evidence attesting to the proportion of students 
who admit to engaging in contract cheating behaviours (see Bretag et al., 
2019; Curtis & Clare, 2017; Curtis et al., 2022; Newton, 2018). But as 
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Harper et al. (2021) point out “the rates of staff detection […] seem incon-
gruent with the rates of contract cheating reported by students” (p. 3). 
This low rate of detection is attracting media interest (see Denisova-
Schmidt, 2019; Lee, 2019). As Dawson et al. (2019) explain: “websites 
selling contract cheating products […] often claim that this form of cheat-
ing is undetectable” (p. 473; see also Lines, 2016; Rogerson, 2017). It is 
likely that incidents of contract cheating are being routinely suspected by 
academic teaching staff. In 2019, Harper et  al. reported on a survey of 
academic teaching staff where just over two-thirds of respondents indicated 
that they had encountered at least one piece of assessment work that they 
suspected had been produced by someone other than the student but only 
half of them reported their concerns to an academic integrity decision 
maker (Harper et al., 2019). The dominant reason given (57.2%) was that 
they considered that contract cheating is impossible to prove (Harper 
et al., 2019).

This chapter contributes to the literature on contract cheating detec-
tion (see Clarke & Lancaster, 2007; Dawson et  al., 2019; Dawson & 
Sutherland-Smith, 2018, 2019; Harper et al., 2021; Lines, 2016; Medway 
et al., 2018). It does so by considering the contribution academic staff can 
make by using an example of a particular domain of academic judgement: 
knowledge of the discipline area and the extant published literature on the 
topic. This is what Harper et al. refer to as “falsified or fictional references” 
(Harper et al., 2019, p. 1860) and Rogerson describes as “referencing and 
citation irregularities” (Rogerson, 2017, p. 3). We call this approach to 
contract cheating detection bibliographic forensics. We consider how aca-
demic judgement, in the form of bibliographic forensics, can contribute 
evidence to support contract cheating investigations.
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IdentIfyIng contract cheatIng

There are now several resources available to assist academic teaching staff 
to improve their ability to identify incidents of contract cheating. Rogerson 
(2017) identified a range of patterns and clues that are “evident in sections 
of body text and reference materials to identify irregularities” (p. 1). The 
two-year Contract Cheating and Assessment Design project adapted 
Rogerson’s work along with a rubric developed by Felicity Prentice to cre-
ate a guide to substantiating contract cheating (Impossible to Prove? 
Substantiating Contract Cheating, n.d.). Dawson has also produced a 
guide to assist academic markers (Dawson, n.d.).

Even with increasing research and these helpful resources, perceptions 
regarding the difficulty or impossibility of proving cases continue to  
prevail. Dawson and Sutherland-Smith (2018) provide an important 
reminder that “detection of contract cheating is not the same as successful 
prosecution of contract cheating” (p. 292). We propose clearer distinc-
tions between the different stages of the detection process and suggest 
clear terminology to employ for those stages. We propose the term inci-
dent to refer to a situation in which contract cheating has occurred, regard-
less of whether it has been detected or not, and the term suspicion to refer 
to an academic marker having strong enough concerns that the student 
has not done some or all of the work themselves to warrant at least con-
templating referring the incident to an academic integrity decision maker. 
We use the term detection to refer to a situation whereby an allegation of 
contract cheating has been upheld by an academic integrity decision maker.

the role of academIc Judgement

A theme that runs throughout the detection literature is the role that 
academic judgement can play in providing evidence of sufficient proba-
tive value to support and uphold allegations of contract cheating. To 
return to the survey of academic teaching staff, six of the eight most 
common signals identified by staff who reported suspected incidents of 
contract cheating were a product of their academic judgement (Harper 
et al., 2019 p. 1860). Similarly, Rogerson’s method for successful iden-
tification, examination, evaluation and confirmation of contract cheating 
emphasises paying attention to things that rely on academic judgement 
(Rogerson, 2017).

13 “(IM)POSSIBLE TO PROVE”: FORMALISING ACADEMIC JUDGEMENT… 
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In this chapter we advocate for better recognition of the value of aca-
demic judgement and the role it can and, we argue, should play in the 
investigation and determination of incidents of contract cheating. In 
short, the purpose of this chapter is to propose how an academic’s gut 
feeling that a student may not have done some or all of their assessment 
work themselves can contribute to a body of evidence of high probative 
value. This chapter proposes a partnership model between academic staff 
(on one side) and dedicated, specialist professional staff (on the other) as 
ideal. In this model, both partners bring specific skills, expertise and 
resources to the relationship and to their shared endeavour. Specialist pro-
fessional staff in dedicated roles who have the remit to investigate aca-
demic misconduct referrals contribute administrative decision-making 
expertise alongside a detailed knowledge of institutional ordinances. They 
also draw on their experience of investigating how students make integrity 
mistakes (and conceal them) across different disciplines. They cannot, 
however, be expected to possess more than a passing knowledge of all 
subjects taught by their institution. On the other side of the partnership, 
academic staff (including casually employed teachers) should not be 
expected to know the fine details of academic misconduct procedures, but 
there is a wealth and depth of academic knowledge that only they can 
hold. Most obvious are:

• knowing the course learning design, content and the resources avail-
able to students undertaking it,

• knowing the discipline area and the extant published literature on 
the topic, and

• knowing the students and what is typically produced by them in the 
course of study.

Academic teaching staff are the eyes and ears on the ground; they inter-
act with the students and are responsible for marking their assessable work. 
We now turn to consider specifically how the role that academic judge-
ment can play in the investigation of contract cheating cases can be 
strengthened and formalised through the use of bibliographic forensics.

 C. ELLIS ET AL.
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BIBlIographIc forensIcs

We agree with Rogerson (2017) that analysing patterns and variations in 
how information is used and cited within and across work submitted by 
the same student can contribute valuable evidence to contract cheating 
investigations. As Rogerson infers, bibliographies and references in stu-
dent assessment work are a rich source of information that can both trig-
ger suspicion and contribute to a brief of evidence. She explores referencing 
and citation irregularities that, for various reasons, provide clues that 
should raise suspicion amongst academic teaching staff and presents them 
in a table. In this chapter, we build upon Rogerson’s previous work in 
three ways. Firstly, we add to the explanations and examples that she pro-
vides for existing categories. Secondly, we add new categories to her table 
to provide an even more comprehensive list (Rogerson offers 9 categories 
and we extend it to 12). Thirdly, we add an additional column that offers 
some guidance on how referrals can be drafted and thereby can contribute 
to a brief of evidence. We present this in tabular form that augments 
Rogerson’s original table. We distinguish between the information pro-
vided in Rogerson’s original with unitalicised font and the additions we 
have made here in italicised font. The 12 categories we provide are not 
intended to be a template, although many academics may find biblio-
graphic forensics to be a useful set of tools to start drafting referrals them-
selves (Table 13.1).

dIscussIon

The imperative to assure successful investigations of suspected incidents of 
contract cheating cannot be overstated. By ‘successful’ here, of course, we 
refer to investigation outcomes that correctly identify false positives while 
also keeping false negatives to a minimum. The unacceptable amount of 
damage that false positives inevitably do to the lives of falsely accused stu-
dents goes without saying (see Ellis et al., 2020, p. 141). But false nega-
tives create their own kind of damage in that they can generate discontent 
in academic staff who have invested time and effort in raising their con-
cerns. This is in addition to the fact that students who have not under-
taken their work with integrity are receiving credit for work and learning 
that they have not done themselves.

As suggested above, for our proposed partnership model to be effec-
tive, both partners need to bring their respective skills and expertise to the 

13 “(IM)POSSIBLE TO PROVE”: FORMALISING ACADEMIC JUDGEMENT… 



T
ab

le
 1

3.
1 

B
ib

lio
gr

ap
hi

c 
ca

te
go

ri
es

, e
xp

la
na

tio
ns

 a
nd

 e
xa

m
pl

es
 w

ith
 e

xe
m

pl
ar

 r
at

io
na

le

C
at

eg
or

y
E

xp
la

na
ti

on
/e

xa
m

pl
e

E
xe

m
pl

ar
 r

at
io

na
le

1.
  R

ef
er

en
ce

 li
st

 
pr

ov
id

ed
 w

ith
ou

t 
an

y 
in

-t
ex

t 
ci

ta
tio

ns
 a

nd
/o

r 
di

re
ct

 q
uo

ta
ti

on

W
he

re
 a

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 li

st
 is

 in
cl

ud
ed

 w
ith

ou
t 

an
y 

in
-t

ex
t 

ci
ta

tio
ns

 
in

 t
he

 b
od

y 
te

xt
, t

he
re

 is
 n

o 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

e 
so

ur
ce

s 
an

d 
th

e 
us

e 
of

 s
ou

rc
es

. T
hi

s 
m

ay
 a

ls
o 

in
di

ca
te

 t
ha

t 
a 

re
fe

re
nc

e 
lis

t 
ha

s 
be

en
 b

or
ro

w
ed

 fr
om

 s
om

ew
he

re
 e

ls
e 

an
d 

ju
st

 p
la

ce
d 

at
 t

he
 e

nd
 o

f t
he

 a
ss

es
sm

en
t 

ta
sk

.
It

 c
ou

ld
 a

lso
 b

e 
dr

iv
en

 b
y 

a 
pe

rc
ep

ti
on

 th
at

 lo
w

 o
r 

no
 te

xt
 

m
at

ch
es

 in
 a

 si
m

ila
ri

ty
 r

ep
or

t a
re

 a
 d

es
ir

ab
le

 o
ut

co
m

e.

“M
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
hi

s p
ap

er
 r

ev
ea

ls 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t h
as

 fa
ile

d 
to

 
re

fe
re

nc
e 

th
e 

so
ur

ce
s i

n 
th

ei
r 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 th

ei
r 

pa
pe

r. 
T

hi
s i

s i
nc

on
sis

te
nt

 w
it

h 
th

e 
as

se
ssm

en
t b

ri
ef

 a
nd

 
ot

he
r 

w
or

k 
su

bm
it

te
d 

by
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t. 
In

 m
y 

ac
ad

em
ic

 
ju

dg
em

en
t, 

w
it

ho
ut

 r
ea

so
na

bl
e 

ex
pl

an
at

io
n,

 th
is 

ra
ise

s 
co

nc
er

ns
 th

at
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t d
id

 n
ot

 p
ro

du
ce

 th
is 

as
se

ssm
en

t.”

2.
  R

ef
er

en
ce

 li
st

 
an

d 
in

-t
ex

t 
ci

ta
tio

ns
 d

o 
no

t 
m

at
ch

T
he

re
 is

 n
o 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

or
 c

or
re

la
tio

n 
be

tw
ee

n 
th

e 
re

fe
re

nc
e 

lis
t 

an
d 

in
-t

ex
t 

ci
ta

tio
ns

. U
su

al
ly

 a
n 

in
di

ca
to

r 
of

 t
he

 b
od

y 
te

xt
 

be
in

g 
bo

rr
ow

ed
 fr

om
 a

no
th

er
 s

ou
rc

e,
 a

nd
 p

la
ce

d 
w

ith
 a

 
re

fe
re

nc
e 

lis
t 

fr
om

 a
no

th
er

 s
ou

rc
e.

“M
y c

om
pa

ri
so

n 
of

 th
e b

ib
lio

gr
ap

hy
 a

nd
 th

e i
n-

te
xt

 ci
ta

ti
on

s 
in

 th
is 

pa
pe

r 
re

ve
al

s t
ha

t t
he

y d
o 

no
t m

at
ch

 ea
ch

 o
th

er
. T

hi
s i

s 
ve

ry
 u

nu
su

al
 in

 m
y a

ca
de

m
ic

 ex
pe

ri
en

ce
 m

ar
ki

ng
 p

ap
er

s. 
In

 
m

y v
ie

w,
 it

 is
 p

os
sib

le
 th

at
 th

e s
tu

de
nt

 h
as

 tr
ie

d 
to

 o
ve

rs
ta

te
 th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 th

ey
’v

e d
on

e i
n 

pr
ep

ar
in

g 
th

is 
w

or
k,

 o
r 

w
or

se
, t

ha
t i

t i
s 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 th
e s

tu
de

nt
 d

id
 n

ot
 p

ro
du

ce
 th

e w
or

k.
”

3.
  I

na
pp

ro
 pr

ia
te

 
so

ur
ce

s
So

ur
ce

s 
in

 t
he

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 li

st
 m

ay
 in

cl
ud

e 
so

ur
ce

s 
su

ch
 a

s 
si

te
s 

se
lli

ng
 e

ss
ay

s 
(s

uc
h 

as
 U

K
 E

ss
ay

s)
 a

nd
 e

xa
m

pl
e 

or
 s

am
pl

e 
as

si
gn

m
en

ts
. I

n 
th

es
e 

ca
se

s 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t 
ha

s 
in

cl
ud

ed
 t

he
 

so
ur

ce
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
bu

t 
do

es
 n

ot
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
th

at
 t

he
se

 a
re

 
in

ap
pr

op
ri

at
e 

so
ur

ce
s 

to
 u

se
.

“T
he

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s c

it
ed

 in
 th

is 
pa

pe
r 

in
cl

ud
e 

w
eb

sit
es

 w
hi

ch
 

ar
e,

 a
t b

es
t, 

fil
e/

as
se

ssm
en

t s
ha

ri
ng

 se
rv

ic
es

, a
nd

 in
cl

ud
e 

se
rv

ic
es

 w
hi

ch
 se

ll 
pa

pe
rs

 st
ud

en
ts

 su
bm

it
 a

s t
he

ir
 o

w
n.

 
W

hi
le

 it
 is

 p
os

sib
le

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t s

im
pl

y 
do

es
 n

ot
 a

pp
re

ci
at

e 
th

is 
so

ur
ce

 m
at

er
ia

l i
s i

na
pp

ro
pr

ia
te

 in
 a

n 
ac

ad
em

ic
 p

ap
er

, 
th

is 
is 

al
so

 e
vi

de
nc

e 
th

at
 th

ey
 h

av
e 

en
ga

ge
d 

w
it

h 
a 

w
eb

sit
e 

kn
ow

n 
fo

r 
pr

od
uc

in
g 

co
nt

ra
ct

 c
he

at
ed

 w
or

k.
”

4.
  I

rr
el

ev
an

t 
an

d 
fa

br
ic

at
ed

 
so

ur
ce

s

T
he

re
 m

ay
 b

e 
en

tr
ie

s 
in

 t
he

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 li

st
 t

ha
t 

ar
e 

no
t 

re
le

va
nt

 
to

 t
he

 d
is

ci
pl

in
e,

 a
ss

es
sm

en
t 

to
pi

c 
or

 s
ub

je
ct

 m
at

te
r. 

T
he

 
pa

ssa
ge

 in
 th

e 
m

ai
n 

bo
dy

 o
f t

he
 te

xt
 h

as
 n

ot
hi

ng
 to

 d
o 

w
it

h 
th

e 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
in

 th
e 

pa
pe

r 
ci

te
d/

re
fe

re
nc

ed
. R

ef
er

en
ce

s t
ha

t h
av

e 
be

en
 m

ad
e 

up
. R

ef
er

en
ce

s t
ha

t a
re

 u
se

d 
in

ap
pr

op
ri

at
el

y.
Fo

r 
ex

am
pl

e:
 a

n 
as

se
ssm

en
t o

n 
th

e 
cr

os
s-

cu
lt

ur
al

 c
on

ce
pt

 o
f 

po
w

er
 d

ist
an

ce
 (

H
of

st
ed

e,
 1

98
0)

 h
ad

 a
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 in
cl

ud
ed

 o
n 

‘sw
it

ch
ab

le
 d

ist
an

ce
-b

as
ed

 im
pe

da
nc

e 
m

at
ch

in
g 

ne
tw

or
ks

’ t
ha

t 
is

 e
le

ct
ri

ca
l p

ow
er

 d
ist

an
ce

.
A

 n
ov

el
 b

ei
ng

 u
se

d 
to

 c
it

e 
fa

ct
ua

l i
nf

or
m

at
io

n.

“M
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
hi

s s
tu

de
nt

’s 
pa

pe
r 

re
ve

al
s s

ev
er

al
 r

ef
er

en
ce

s 
th

at
 a

re
 n

ot
 a

ca
de

m
ic

al
ly

 r
el

ev
an

t t
o 

th
e 

to
pi

c.
 H

av
in

g 
ta

ug
ht

 c
la

sse
s i

n 
th

is 
di

sc
ip

lin
e 

fo
r 

X
 st

ud
y 

pe
ri

od
s, 

it
 is

 a
lso

 
m

y 
ac

ad
em

ic
 ju

dg
em

en
t t

ha
t n

o 
re

as
on

ab
le

 st
ud

en
t 

re
ad

in
g/

re
vi

ew
in

g 
th

is 
so

ur
ce

 m
at

er
ia

l, 
w

ou
ld

 m
ist

ak
e 

it
 fo

r 
so

m
et

hi
ng

 r
el

ev
an

t t
o 

th
e 

as
se

ssm
en

t t
as

k.
 I

n 
m

y 
vi

ew
, i

t i
s 

po
ssi

bl
e 

th
at

 th
e 

stu
de

nt
 h

as
 tr

ie
d 

to
 o

ve
rs

ta
te

 th
e 

re
se

ar
ch

 
th

ey
’v

e 
do

ne
 in

 p
re

pa
ri

ng
 th

is 
w

or
k,

 o
r 

w
or

se
, t

ha
t i

t i
s 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 th
ey

 d
id

 n
ot

 p
ro

du
ce

 th
e 

w
or

k.
”



(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)

C
at

eg
or

y
E

xp
la

na
ti

on
/e

xa
m

pl
e

E
xe

m
pl

ar
 r

at
io

na
le

5.
  D

oe
s 

no
t 

m
ee

t 
re

fe
re

nc
in

g/
bi

bl
io

gr
ap

hi
c 

cr
ite

ri
a 

re
qu

ir
em

en
ts

 s
et

 
fo

r 
th

e 
as

se
ss

m
en

t 
ta

sk
O

r 
fa

r 
ex

ce
ed

s 
im

pl
ic

it
 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hi

c 
re

qu
ir

em
en

ts
.

Se
t 

cr
ite

ri
a 

m
ay

 in
cl

ud
e:

M
in

im
um

/
m

ax
im

um
 n

um
be

r 
of

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s

T
yp

e 
of

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s 

(j
ou

rn
al

s/
bo

ok
s/

w
eb

si
te

s)
U

se
 o

f s
pe

ci
fic

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s/

se
m

in
al

 p
ap

er
s/

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 a

ut
ho

rs
D

at
e 

ra
ng

e 
of

 e
lig

ib
le

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s 

(e
.g

. p
os

t-
20

00
 o

nl
y)

O
bs

er
vi

ng
 w

he
re

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
do

 n
ot

 m
ee

t 
th

e 
cr

ite
ri

a 
pr

ov
id

es
 

an
ot

he
r 

cl
ue

 o
r 

ob
se

rv
at

io
n 

po
in

t.
W

he
re

 a
 sp

ec
ifi

c 
nu

m
be

r 
of

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s w

as
 n

ot
 r

eq
ui

re
d 

bu
t t

he
 

nu
m

be
r 

in
 th

e 
bi

bl
io

gr
ap

hy
 fa

r 
ex

ce
ed

s w
ha

t i
s n

or
m

al
ly

 
ex

pe
ct

ed
 fo

r 
a 

pa
pe

r 
of

 th
is 

ty
pe

/l
en

gt
h.

Fo
r 

ex
am

pl
e:

 w
he

re
 st

ud
en

ts 
ar

e 
re

qu
ir

ed
 to

 u
se

 jo
ur

na
l a

rt
ic

le
s 

fr
om

 th
e 

ye
ar

 2
00

0 
on

w
ar

ds
 a

nd
 in

-t
ex

t c
it

at
io

ns
 a

nd
 th

e 
re

fe
re

nc
e 

lis
t s

ho
w

s b
oo

ks
 fr

om
 th

e 
19

80
s t

hi
s m

ay
 b

e 
an

 in
di

ca
to

r 
of

 u
sin

g 
an

 o
ld

 te
xt

bo
ok

 a
s t

he
 so

ur
ce

 o
f t

he
ir

 w
ri

ti
ng

/r
ef

er
en

ce
s.

It
 c

ou
ld

 b
e 

an
 in

di
ca

ti
on

 th
at

 w
ri

te
rs

 a
re

 u
sin

g 
ol

d 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 to
 

av
oi

d 
m

at
ch

es
 in

 T
ur

ni
ti

n.
T

hi
s m

ay
 a

lso
 b

e a
n 

in
di

ca
to

r 
th

at
 a

n 
or

de
r 

ha
s b

ee
n 

pl
ac

ed
 o

n 
a 

co
nt

ra
ct

 ch
ea

ti
ng

 si
te

 w
he

re
 th

e n
um

be
r 

of
 r

ef
er

en
ce

s c
an

 b
e 

sti
pu

la
te

d.
 T

he
 st

ud
en

t w
ho

 h
as

 p
la

ce
d 

th
e o

rd
er

 is
 u

ns
ur

e o
f w

ha
t 

an
 a

pp
ro

pr
ia

te
 v

ol
um

e o
f r

ef
er

en
ce

s w
ou

ld
 b

e a
nd

 a
ssu

m
es

 th
at

 a
 

la
rg

e n
um

be
r 

gi
ve

s a
n 

ap
pe

ar
an

ce
 o

f b
et

te
r 

qu
al

it
y s

ch
ol

ar
sh

ip
.

“I
n 

m
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
hi

s p
ap

er
 I

 fo
un

d 
it

 u
nu

su
al

 th
at

 th
er

e 
w

er
e 

so
 fe

w
 r

ef
er

en
ce

s f
or

 a
 p

ap
er

 o
f t

hi
s l

ev
el

 o
f 

so
ph

ist
ic

at
io

n.
 I

n 
m

y 
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

 o
f m

ar
ki

ng
 th

is 
as

se
ssm

en
t 

ov
er

 th
re

e 
te

rm
s, 

ot
he

r 
st

ud
en

t w
or

k 
su

bm
it

te
d 

in
 th

is 
co

ur
se

 o
f s

im
ila

r 
qu

al
it

y 
an

d 
so

ph
ist

ic
at

io
n 

no
rm

al
ly

 h
av

e 
at

 le
as

t t
hr

ee
 ti

m
es

 a
s m

an
y 

re
fe

re
nc

es
 a

s t
hi

s o
ne

. A
t b

es
t 

th
is 

st
ud

en
t h

as
 n

ot
 c

it
ed

 th
e 

m
at

er
ia

ls 
th

ey
 h

av
e 

re
lie

d 
up

on
 to

 c
om

po
se

 th
is 

pa
pe

r. 
W

or
se

 th
is 

m
ay

 b
e 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t d
id

 n
ot

 w
ri

te
 th

e 
pa

pe
r.”

“H
av

in
g 

re
vi

ew
ed

 th
is 

pa
pe

r 
I 

w
as

 st
ru

ck
 b

y 
th

e 
la

rg
e 

vo
lu

m
e 

of
 r

es
ou

rc
es

 in
 th

e 
bi

bl
io

gr
ap

hy
. F

or
 a

 p
ap

er
 o

f t
hi

s 
le

ng
th

 (
xx

x 
w

or
ds

) 
I 

w
ou

ld
 n

or
m

al
ly

 e
xp

ec
t t

o 
se

e 
no

 m
or

e 
th

an
 y

y 
re

fe
re

nc
es

. T
hi

s p
ap

er
 h

as
 fo

ur
 ti

m
es

 th
at

 a
m

ou
nt

. 
T

he
 fa

ct
 th

at
 o

nl
y 

ha
lf 

of
 th

em
 a

re
 d

ir
ec

tl
y 

ci
te

d 
in

 th
e 

m
ai

n 
bo

dy
 o

f t
he

 p
ap

er
 m

ak
es

 m
e 

co
nc

er
ne

d 
th

at
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t h
as

 o
ve

rs
ta

te
d 

th
e 

re
se

ar
ch

 th
ey

’v
e 

do
ne

 in
 

pr
ep

ar
in

g 
th

is 
w

or
k,

 o
r 

w
or

se
, t

ha
t i

t i
s e

vi
de

nc
e 

th
at

 th
ey

 
di

d 
no

t p
ro

du
ce

 th
e 

w
or

k.
”

6.
  A

cc
es

s 
da

te
 o

n 
th

e 
in

te
rn

et
/

da
te

s 
on

 in
te

rn
et

 
so

ur
ce

s

A
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 li
st

 e
nt

ry
 fo

r 
th

e 
cu

rr
en

t 
ye

ar
 w

ith
 a

n 
ac

ce
ss

 d
at

e 
of

 a
n 

ol
de

r 
ye

ar
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 n
ot

ed
 a

s 
an

 ir
re

gu
la

ri
ty

, 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

ly
 w

he
re

 it
 is

 o
ut

si
de

 t
he

 s
tu

de
nt

’s
 c

an
di

da
tu

re
, o

r 
m

at
ch

es
 t

o 
th

e 
as

si
gn

m
en

t 
du

e 
da

te
s 

of
 a

 p
re

vi
ou

s 
in

st
an

ce
 o

f 
th

e 
su

bj
ec

t.

“T
he

 fo
llo

w
in

g 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 in
cl

ud
ed

 in
 th

is 
st

ud
en

t’
s 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 sh
ow

 a
n 

ac
ce

ss 
da

te
 w

hi
ch

 d
oe

s n
ot

 c
or

re
sp

on
d 

w
it

h 
th

e 
cu

rr
en

t s
tu

dy
 p

er
io

d:
[R

ef
er

en
ce

 A
R

ef
er

en
ce

 B
 e

tc
.]

In
 m

y 
vi

ew
, t

hi
s i

s s
tr

on
g 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 th
ey

 h
av

e 
co

pi
ed

 
so

m
e 

of
 th

is 
pa

pe
r 

fr
om

 th
e 

w
or

k 
of

 a
no

th
er

 st
ud

en
t o

r, 
w

or
se

, t
ha

t t
he

y 
di

d 
no

t w
ri

te
 th

e 
pa

pe
r 

at
 a

ll.
”



T
ab

le
 1

3.
1 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

C
at

eg
or

y
E

xp
la

na
ti

on
/e

xa
m

pl
e

E
xe

m
pl

ar
 r

at
io

na
le

7.
  P

re
se

nt
at

io
n 

of
 

re
fe

re
nc

es
 in

 
fo

re
ig

n 
la

ng
ua

ge
s 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
ly

 
w

he
re

 u
nr

el
at

ed
 

to
 t

he
 s

tu
de

nt
s’

 
ba

ck
gr

ou
nd

R
es

ou
rc

es
 th

at
 a

re
 

un
av

ai
la

bl
e

W
hi

le
 s

om
e 

st
ud

en
ts

 m
ay

 in
cl

ud
e 

re
fe

re
nc

es
 fr

om
 a

rt
ic

le
s 

st
ud

ie
d 

at
 o

th
er

 in
st

itu
tio

ns
, p

re
se

nt
at

io
n 

of
 r

ef
er

en
ce

s 
un

re
la

te
d 

to
 t

he
 s

tu
de

nt
 a

re
 w

or
th

 n
ot

in
g.

Fo
r 

ex
am

pl
e:

A
n 

in
te

rn
at

io
na

l s
tu

de
nt

 fr
om

 S
ou

th
 E

as
t 

A
si

a 
pr

es
en

te
d 

fo
ur

 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 in
 P

ol
is

h,
 r

ef
er

en
ci

ng
 a

 P
ol

is
h 

in
st

itu
tio

n 
in

 
W

ar
sa

w
. T

w
o 

w
er

e 
se

m
in

al
 p

ap
er

s 
av

ai
la

bl
e 

in
 E

ng
lis

h 
an

d 
re

fe
rr

ed
 t

o 
in

 c
la

ss
. T

he
 s

tu
de

nt
 h

ad
 p

ur
ch

as
ed

 e
ss

ay
s 

w
ri

tt
en

 
by

 s
om

eo
ne

 in
 P

ol
an

d,
 b

ut
 d

ue
 t

o 
po

or
 E

ng
lis

h 
la

ng
ua

ge
 

sk
ill

s 
di

d 
no

t 
re

vi
ew

 w
ha

t 
th

ey
 h

ad
 p

ur
ch

as
ed

 a
nd

 d
id

 n
ot

 
de

te
ct

 t
he

 d
is

cr
ep

an
cy

.
R

ef
er

en
ce

 to
 a

 L
os

 A
ng

el
es

 T
im

es
 a

rt
ic

le
 in

 th
e 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 th
at

 
in

cl
ud

ed
 ‘p

ag
e 

un
av

ai
la

bl
e 

in
 y

ou
r 

re
gi

on
’ a

s p
ar

t o
f t

he
 

re
fe

re
nc

e.

“D
ur

in
g 

m
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
hi

s p
ap

er
 I

 n
ot

ed
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t h
ad

 
re

fe
re

nc
ed

 [
R

ef
er

en
ce

 A
].

 T
hi

s s
ou

rc
e 

m
at

er
ia

l w
as

 o
ne

 I
’d

 
ne

ve
r 

pr
ev

io
us

ly
 se

en
 in

 r
un

ni
ng

 th
is 

su
bj

ec
t a

nd
 w

he
n 

I 
ob

ta
in

ed
 a

 c
op

y,
 it

 c
ou

ld
 o

nl
y 

be
 a

cq
ui

re
d 

in
 a

 fo
re

ig
n 

la
ng

ua
ge

. I
n 

m
y 

vi
ew

, u
nl

es
s t

he
 st

ud
en

t c
an

 sh
ow

 th
at

 th
ey

 
re

ad
/s

pe
ak

 th
is 

la
ng

ua
ge

, i
t i

s l
ik

el
y 

th
at

 th
ey

 h
av

e 
tr

ie
d 

to
 

ov
er

st
at

e 
th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 th

ey
’v

e 
do

ne
 in

 p
re

pa
ri

ng
 th

is 
w

or
k,

 
or

 w
or

se
, t

ha
t i

t i
s e

vi
de

nc
e 

th
at

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t d

id
 n

ot
 

pr
od

uc
e 

th
e 

w
or

k.
”

8.
  O

ld
 d

at
ed

 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 li
nk

ed
 

to
 c

on
te

m
po

ra
ry

 
or

ga
ni

sa
tio

ns
 o

r 
re

ce
nt

 c
on

ce
pt

s/
fin

di
ng

s

Fo
r 

ex
am

pl
e:

A
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 d
at

ed
 1

96
5 

bu
t 

ci
tin

g 
M

ic
ro

so
ft

 a
s 

th
e 

co
m

pa
ny

 
be

in
g 

re
se

ar
ch

ed
.

A
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 d
at

ed
 b

ef
or

e 
a 

di
sc

ov
er

y 
to

ok
 p

la
ce

 o
r 

a 
th

eo
ry

 
pu

bl
is

he
d.

“M
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
hi

s s
tu

de
nt

’s 
pa

pe
r 

re
ve

al
s s

ev
er

al
 r

ef
er

en
ce

s 
th

at
 a

re
 n

ot
 lo

gi
ca

lly
 p

os
sib

le
. F

or
 in

st
an

ce
 th

er
e 

is 
a 

so
ur

ce
 

re
fe

rr
in

g 
to

 th
e 

us
e 

of
 [

a 
te

ch
no

lo
gy

] 
w

hi
ch

 h
as

 a
 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

da
te

 [
x]

 y
ea

rs
 e

ar
lie

r 
th

an
 [

th
e 

te
ch

no
lo

gy
] 

w
as

 
in

ve
nt

ed
. W

hi
le

 th
is 

m
ay

 b
e 

a 
sim

pl
e 

er
ro

r 
on

 th
e 

pa
rt

 o
f 

th
e 

st
ud

en
t i

t m
ay

 b
e 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t h

as
 

ov
er

st
at

ed
 th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 th

ey
’v

e 
do

ne
 in

 p
re

pa
ri

ng
 th

is 
w

or
k,

 
or

 w
or

se
, i

t m
ay

 b
e 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t d

id
 n

ot
 

pr
od

uc
e 

th
e 

w
or

k.
”



(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)

C
at

eg
or

y
E

xp
la

na
ti

on
/e

xa
m

pl
e

E
xe

m
pl

ar
 r

at
io

na
le

9.
  B

ib
lio

gr
ap

hi
c 

‘m
as

hu
ps

’
A

lt
er

ed
 d

at
es

A
 m

ix
 o

f b
ib

lio
gr

ap
hi

c 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
(b

oo
ks

, j
ou

rn
al

s,
 n

ew
s 

ar
tic

le
s)

 w
ith

in
 t

he
 o

ne
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 e
nt

ry
Fo

r 
ex

am
pl

e:
T

ri
bu

ne
, H

. (
20

08
) 

E
ng

in
ee

ri
ng

 le
ad

er
sh

ip
 a

nd
 A

nt
ic

ip
at

io
n 

in
 A

us
tr

al
ia

. J
ou

rn
al

 o
f E

co
no

m
y,

 A
us

tr
al

ia
: Q

ue
en

sl
an

d 
E

di
tio

n.
T

he
 jo

ur
na

l d
oe

s 
no

t 
ex

is
t,

 t
he

re
 a

re
 n

o 
st

at
e-

ba
se

d 
ed

iti
on

s 
of

 jo
ur

na
ls

 a
nd

 T
ri

bu
ne

 H
 e

nd
ed

 u
p 

be
in

g 
th

e 
H

er
al

d 
T

ri
bu

ne
. T

hi
s 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 e

xa
m

pl
e 

w
as

 s
ou

rc
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

st
ud

en
t 

fr
om

 a
 s

tu
de

nt
 fi

le
-s

ha
ri

ng
 s

ite
. T

he
 s

ha
ri

ng
 s

ite
 w

as
 lo

ca
te

d 
th

ro
ug

h 
a 

G
oo

gl
e 

se
ar

ch
.

R
ef

er
en

ce
s i

n 
a 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 a
re

 fo
rw

ar
d 

da
te

d,
 fo

r 
ex

am
pl

e,
 b

y 
te

n 
ye

ar
s, 

sa
yi

ng
 th

e 
da

te
 o

f p
ub

lic
at

io
n 

is 
20

13
 b

ut
 th

e 
re

so
ur

ce
 

w
as

 a
ct

ua
lly

 p
ub

lis
he

d 
in

 2
00

3.
 T

hi
s c

an
 m

ea
n 

th
e 

so
ur

ce
 is

 n
ot

 
de

te
ct

ed
 b

y 
Tu

rn
it

in
 b

ut
 m

ak
es

 th
e 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 a
pp

ea
r 

up
-t

o-
da

te
.

“M
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
he

 r
ef

er
en

ce
s t

he
 st

ud
en

t u
se

d 
in

 th
is 

pa
pe

r 
re

ve
al

s t
ha

t m
an

y 
ei

th
er

 d
o 

no
t e

xi
st

 o
r 

ha
ve

 b
ee

n 
al

te
re

d 
to

, f
or

 e
xa

m
pl

e,
 c

ha
ng

e 
th

e 
da

te
 fr

om
 X

 to
 Y

. Y
ou

 c
an

 se
e 

th
is 

on
 th

e 
Tu

rn
it

in
 r

ep
or

t w
he

re
 th

e 
da

te
s a

re
 th

e 
on

ly
 

po
rt

io
ns

 o
f t

he
 b

ib
lio

gr
ap

hy
 th

at
 a

re
 n

ot
 m

at
ch

ed
 to

 o
th

er
 

so
ur

ce
s. 

T
he

 c
on

sis
te

nc
y 

of
 th

es
e 

m
ist

ak
es

 m
ak

es
 it

 u
nl

ik
el

y 
to

 
be

 m
er

e 
ty

po
gr

ap
hi

ca
l e

rr
or

. I
n 

m
y 

vi
ew

, t
he

 li
ke

lie
r 

ex
pl

an
at

io
n 

is 
th

at
 th

e 
au

th
or

 h
as

 fa
br

ic
at

ed
/a

lt
er

ed
 th

es
e 

re
fe

re
nc

es
 to

 a
rt

ifi
ci

al
ly

 d
efl

at
e 

th
e 

Tu
rn

it
in

 si
m

ila
ri

ty
 

sc
or

e 
w

hi
le

 a
pp

ea
ri

ng
 to

 b
e 

cu
rr

en
t o

r 
w

or
se

 st
ill

 th
at

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t i

s n
ot

 th
e 

au
th

or
 o

f t
hi

s w
or

k.
”

10
.  U

ni
qu

e 
or

 
sp

ec
ifi

c 
bi

bl
io

gr
ap

hi
c 

m
ar

ke
rs

Pr
oq

ue
st

 a
cc

ou
nt

 I
D

s t
ha

t a
re

 ir
re

gu
la

r 
an

d/
or

 th
at

 d
o 

no
t 

m
at

ch
 th

e 
in

st
it

ut
io

na
l I

D
 n

um
be

r. 
E

ve
ry

 d
oc

um
en

t 
do

w
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 P

ro
Q

ue
st

 fr
om

 a
n 

in
st

it
ut

io
na

l l
ib

ra
ry

 
in

cl
ud

es
 a

n 
ID

 n
um

be
r 

th
at

 is
 u

ni
qu

e 
to

 th
at

 li
br

ar
y 

ac
co

un
t 

in
 th

e 
do

cu
m

en
t m

et
ad

at
a.

 T
hi

s a
pp

ea
rs

 in
 a

 b
ib

lio
gr

ap
hy

 if
 a

 
re

fe
re

nc
in

g 
to

ol
 (

e.
g.

, Z
ot

er
o)

 h
as

 b
ee

n 
us

ed
 to

 w
ri

te
 th

e 
bi

bl
io

gr
ap

hy
. I

f m
or

e 
th

an
 o

ne
 a

cc
ou

nt
 I

D
 a

pp
ea

rs
 in

 a
 

st
ud

en
t’

s b
ib

lio
gr

ap
hy

, i
t i

s e
vi

de
nt

 th
at

 th
es

e 
re

so
ur

ce
s h

av
e 

be
en

 
ac

ce
sse

d 
fr

om
 m

or
e 

th
an

 o
ne

 li
br

ar
y.

“M
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
he

 b
ib

lio
gr

ap
hy

 in
 th

is 
st

ud
en

t’
s p

ap
er

 
re

ve
al

s t
ha

t m
ul

ti
pl

e 
Pr

oQ
ue

st
 a

cc
ou

nt
s h

av
e 

be
en

 u
se

d 
to

 
ob

ta
in

 th
e 

so
ur

ce
 m

at
er

ia
l. 

T
hi

s i
s d

em
on

st
ra

te
d 

by
 th

e 
va

ry
in

g 
pr

oq
ue

st
 a

cc
ou

nt
 I

D
s t

ha
t a

pp
ea

r 
in

 th
e 

re
fe

re
nc

es
. 

T
he

 li
br

ar
y 

ha
s a

dv
ise

d 
m

e 
th

at
 o

ur
 in

st
it

ut
io

n’
s P

ro
Q

ue
st

 
ID

 n
um

be
r 

is 
[X

X
X

X
X

X
].

 S
in

ce
 o

ur
 st

ud
en

ts
 h

av
e 

fr
ee

 
ac

ce
ss 

to
 P

ro
Q

ue
st

 th
ro

ug
h 

th
e 

lib
ra

ry
, I

 a
m

 c
on

ce
rn

ed
 th

at
 

th
e 

st
ud

en
t m

ay
 h

av
e 

ac
qu

ir
ed

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 m

at
er

ia
l 

in
ap

pr
op

ri
at

el
y 

or
 w

or
se

 th
at

 th
is 

is 
ev

id
en

ce
 th

at
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t d
id

 n
ot

 p
ro

du
ce

 th
is 

w
or

k.
”



T
ab

le
 1

3.
1 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

C
at

eg
or

y
E

xp
la

na
ti

on
/e

xa
m

pl
e

E
xe

m
pl

ar
 r

at
io

na
le

11
. U

se
 o

f m
ul

ti
pl

e 
re

fe
re

nc
in

g 
to

ol
s

D
if

fe
re

nt
 r

ef
er

en
ci

ng
 to

ol
s o

r 
sy

st
em

s b
ei

ng
 u

se
d 

w
it

hi
n 

a 
pa

pe
r:

 
fo

r 
ex

am
pl

e,
 fo

ot
no

te
s b

ei
ng

 p
la

ce
d 

by
 u

sin
g 

bo
th

 th
e 

M
ic

ro
so

ft
 

w
or

d 
fo

ot
no

te
 to

ol
 a

nd
 b

ei
ng

 ty
pe

d 
in

 m
an

ua
lly

U
se

 o
f M

ic
ro

so
ft

 c
it

at
io

n 
m

an
ag

er
 b

ei
ng

 u
se

d 
fo

r 
so

m
e 

re
fe

re
nc

es
 

an
d 

no
t o

th
er

s
D

if
fe

re
nt

 r
ef

er
en

ci
ng

 to
ol

s o
r 

sy
st

em
s b

ei
ng

 u
se

d 
ac

ro
ss 

m
ul

ti
pl

e 
pa

pe
rs

: f
or

 e
xa

m
pl

e,
 e

vi
de

nc
e 

of
 M

en
de

le
y,

 Z
ot

er
o,

 E
nd

no
te

, 
M

ic
ro

so
ft

 W
or

d 
ci

ta
ti

on
 m

an
ag

er
 in

 a
n 

ea
rl

ie
r 

pa
pe

r 
in

 th
e 

co
ur

se
 a

nd
 a

 la
te

r 
pa

pe
r 

sh
ow

in
g 

ev
id

en
ce

 o
f t

he
se

 n
ot

 b
ei

ng
 

us
ed

 n
ow

.

“M
y 

re
vi

ew
 o

f t
hi

s s
tu

de
nt

’s 
pa

pe
r 

re
ve

al
s t

ha
t t

he
 a

ut
ho

r 
ha

s e
m

pl
oy

ed
 m

ul
ti

pl
e 

re
fe

re
nc

in
g 

to
ol

s w
it

hi
n 

th
is 

pa
pe

r. 
Fo

r 
ex

am
pl

e 
[R

ef
er

en
ce

 A
] 

ha
s m

os
t l

ik
el

y 
be

en
 c

op
y/

pa
st

ed
 

fr
om

 th
e 

lib
ra

ry
 w

eb
sit

e 
in

to
 th

e 
do

cu
m

en
t, 

w
hi

le
 o

th
er

 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 h
av

e 
be

en
 p

op
ul

at
ed

 u
sin

g 
E

nd
no

te
. I

n 
m

y 
ac

ad
em

ic
 ju

dg
em

en
t, 

th
is 

is 
in

co
ns

ist
en

t a
nd

 u
nu

su
al

. I
 

ha
ve

 a
lso

 r
ev

ie
w

ed
 tw

o 
ot

he
r 

pa
pe

rs
 th

is 
st

ud
en

t h
as

 
su

bm
it

te
d 

in
 th

e 
sa

m
e 

st
ud

y 
pe

ri
od

. O
ne

 o
f t

ho
se

 p
ap

er
s 

sh
ow

s n
o 

sig
ns

 o
f t

he
 u

se
 o

f a
 r

ef
er

en
ci

ng
 to

ol
, a

nd
 th

e 
ot

he
r 

ha
s u

se
d 

a 
re

fe
re

nc
in

g 
to

ol
 c

on
sis

te
nt

ly
 th

ro
ug

ho
ut

.
It

 is
 m

y 
ac

ad
em

ic
 o

pi
ni

on
 th

at
 th

is 
le

ve
l o

f i
nc

on
sis

te
nc

y,
 

w
it

hi
n 

an
d 

ac
ro

ss 
th

es
e 

as
se

ssm
en

ts
, m

ak
e 

it
 li

ke
ly

 th
at

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t i

s n
ot

 th
e 

tr
ue

 a
ut

ho
r 

of
 so

m
e 

or
 a

ll 
of

 th
es

e 
pi

ec
es

 o
f 

w
or

k.
”

12
. U

se
 o

f 
pa

ra
ph

ra
sin

g 
to

ol
s 

or
 si

te
s

Tu
rn

it
in

 sh
ow

in
g 

pa
rt

ia
l m

at
ch

es
 in

 th
e 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 w
it

h 
ce

rt
ai

n 
w

or
ds

 r
ep

la
ce

d 
w

it
h 

sim
ile

s i
n 

ti
tl

es
, j

ou
rn

al
 n

am
es

, f
or

 
ex

am
pl

e,
 G

lo
ba

l i
ns

te
ad

 o
f I

nt
er

na
ti

on
al

, D
yn

am
ic

 in
st

ea
d 

of
 

A
ct

iv
e.

 A
ut

ho
r 

na
m

es
 in

 th
e 

m
ai

n 
bo

dy
 o

r 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 c
ha

ng
ed

 to
 

sim
ile

s, 
fo

r 
ex

am
pl

e,
 G

eo
ff

 C
ri

sp
 c

ha
ng

ed
 to

 G
eo

ff
 F

re
sh

.
(s

ee
 R

og
er

so
n 

&
 M

cC
ar

th
y,

 2
01

7)

“T
he

 fo
llo

w
in

g 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 in
cl

ud
ed

 in
 th

is 
st

ud
en

t’
s 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hy

 sh
ow

 th
at

 so
m

e 
w

or
ds

 h
av

e 
be

en
 r

ep
la

ce
d 

in
 

bi
bl

io
gr

ap
hi

c 
da

ta
:

[R
ef

er
en

ce
 A

R
ef

er
en

ce
 B

 e
tc

.]
In

 m
y 

vi
ew

, t
hi

s i
s e

vi
de

nc
e 

th
at

, a
t b

es
t, 

th
ey

 h
av

e 
ta

ke
n 

so
m

e 
or

 a
ll 

of
 th

e 
m

at
er

ia
l i

n 
th

is 
pa

pe
r 

fr
om

 a
no

th
er

 
so

ur
ce

 a
nd

 p
ro

ce
sse

d 
it

 th
ro

ug
h 

a 
pa

ra
ph

ra
sin

g 
to

ol
 o

r 
ar

ti
cl

e 
sp

in
ne

r. 
A

t w
or

st
, i

t m
ay

 b
e 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 th
is 

st
ud

en
t h

as
 n

ot
 d

on
e 

so
m

e 
or

 a
ll 

of
 th

is 
w

or
k 

th
em

se
lf.

”



195

relationship. To explain what that can look like in practice, we hypothesise 
that noticing an irregularity in a student’s bibliography and/or referenc-
ing (such as those listed in our table) will in many cases provide a first 
point of suspicion or concern for an academic marker. The inevitable ques-
tion that arises once that suspicion has been aroused is ‘now what?’ In our 
partnership model, the next step is for an academic staff member to refer 
their concerns to a professional staff investigation. But to do their job well, 
investigators need something tangible with which to work. We now turn 
to outline three key principles to achieve this outcome and propose how 
these principles can guide an academic staff member as they frame and 
organise their observations in a referral.

The first principle is that the information should be presented in a 
scholarly way such that all assertions based on academic judgement must 
be supported with evidence. In other words, just as an academic would 
represent their scholarly findings in a research paper, so too should they 
present their academic judgement in an academic misconduct referral. For 
instance, an assertion that ‘this work contains fabricated references’ needs 
to be accompanied by specific references to where this has occurred in the 
student’s submitted work and evidence of the fabrication. In other words, 
it is not enough for an academic to feel suspicious; they should explain why 
they are and provide evidence to support their assertions. Importantly, this 
can and should draw on their experience. To inform what is the most 
probable explanation for their concerns, the referral should develop two 
hypotheses of what has happened: one if the facts are construed most 
favourably for the student, and the other where the facts are construed 
least favourably. This gives the investigator—and eventually the decision 
maker—a range of what is possible and thereby allows them to better 
answer the question of what is most probable.

The second principle is to get both the volume and validity of academic- 
judgement evidence right. On the one extreme, saying nothing more than 
‘this student could not have done this work’ does not provide investiga-
tors with sufficient information. On the other extreme, academic staff 
should be dissuaded from investing time analysing aspects of students’ 
submissions that do not rely on their academic judgement. Getting the 
balance of volume and validity right avoids providing too little evidence, 
on the one hand, or too much of the wrong type of evidence, on the other.

The final principle is one that is possibly the most difficult for academic 
staff to uphold: their academic-judgement evidence should be as objec-
tive, factual and dispassionate as possible. In our experience of referring 

13 “(IM)POSSIBLE TO PROVE”: FORMALISING ACADEMIC JUDGEMENT… 
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and investigating contract cheating cases, we have frequently observed 
academic staff feeling personally affronted when a student engages in con-
tract cheating behaviours in their class. While this reaction is understand-
able, allowing an emotive response into the discourse of the referral is 
unhelpful.

Following these three principles ensures that an assessment of a stu-
dent’s submissions by an academic will produce a piece of formal, 
discipline- appropriate, advice. Of course, a referral based on academic 
judgement—even when it is well supported with evidence—remains an 
opinion. But it constitutes a much more valuable opinion, when viewed 
from an evidentiary perspective, than suspicions without context. It is 
always important to remember that any decisions being made are done 
against a standard of proof which is ‘balance of probability’.

The partnership model we propose—whereby professional expertise 
works in partnership with academic judgement—brings the twin benefits 
of efficacy and efficiency. Encouraging professional and academic col-
leagues to work together and to use their strengths allows them to share 
the workload and emotional burdens that inevitably accompany contract 
cheating matters. The partnership model represents a level of institutional 
maturity that is expected by our myriad stakeholders and allows us to con-
tinue to uphold the value which we should all hold most dear: our institu-
tional academic integrity.

conclusIons

We conclude with observations about the approach we recommend in this 
chapter. Our first observation is that it is frequently difficult if not impos-
sible to uphold an allegation based on one student submission alone. We 
advocate for an approach that considers other (and where possible all) 
submissions made by that student to the institution for assessment. This 
achieves two key objectives: firstly, it allows a wider body of evidence to be 
gathered and makes it more likely that improbable patterns of behaviour 
within and between student submissions may be observed; and secondly, 
it makes it more likely that other incidents of contract cheating behaviour 
are not being missed, thereby reducing the proportion of false negatives. 
Our second observation is that there will always be a range of ways to 
build a case depending on the discipline. Knowing, looking for and iden-
tifying markers that should trigger suspicion that are relevant to a particu-
lar discipline is a skill that all academic teaching staff should bring to their 
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teaching practice. This is especially true for the example we have explored 
in this chapter—bibliographic forensics—which is, for instance, likely to 
be differently useful in ‘STEM’ and ‘HASS’ disciplines. Our third obser-
vation is that all briefs of evidence should be drafted with their ultimate 
‘audience’ in mind. When a decision maker can better understand the 
reasoning behind a particular type of academic opinion (such as one 
derived from bibliographic forensics), this reasoning becomes accepted by 
those decision makers, thereby making it more likely that a suspected 
instance of contract cheating can go from ‘impossible to prove’ to ‘proven’.
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CHAPTER 14

Aligning Academic Quality and Standards 
with Academic Integrity

Irene Glendinning

IntroductIon

Few people would argue with the premise that if an educational institution 
has a problem with academic integrity, the standards and quality of their 
educational provision will be compromised. For example, if students who 
are avoiding learning by resorting to contract cheating, or bribing their 
way through school or university, are allowed to progress and ultimately 
graduate, then the educational standards of the institution, and its reputa-
tion, will become seriously undermined.

To address threats such as these, schools, colleges, and universities 
should develop a holistic institution-wide strategic approach to the assur-
ance of quality and standards, underpinned by educational, academic and 
research ethics and integrity, as appropriate to their educational function 
and mission. However, research that I conducted demonstrates that very 
few countries and institutions have wide-ranging strategies approaching 
this ideal (Glendinning et al., 2019).
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In this chapter, I first explore available evidence about what strategies 
for quality and standards educational institutions (schools, colleges, uni-
versities) are expected to adopt in different parts of the world, and to what 
extent these are aligned with academic integrity, and specifically address-
ing contract cheating. I then propose a framework for national guidance 
and holistic institutional compliance, which provides the necessary strate-
gic integration of academic quality, standards and integrity, together with 
suggestions for how this should be implemented and applied to contract 
cheating.

EvIdEncE LInkIng QuaLIty assurancE 
and acadEmIc IntEgrIty

QA and Integrity from CIQG Research Results

In research I conducted with two colleagues on behalf of the Council for 
Higher Educational Accreditation’s International Quality Group (CIQG), 
64/69 questionnaire participants, who were either networks or reputable 
agencies responsible for external accreditation and quality assurance in dif-
ferent countries around the world, said that student assessment was central 
(n = 34), important (n = 26) or moderately important (n = 4) to their 
organisation (Glendinning et al., 2019).

Despite these responses, when asked about “contract cheating/use of 
essay mills/ghost-writing of [student] assignments”, only 19/69 partici-
pants expressed either minor concerns (8), serious concerns (8) or thought 
this was a “major problem” (3) (Glendinning et al., 2019, p. 18). When 
asked about their concerns on “the proliferation of contract cheating com-
panies” only 15 respondents expressed either minor concerns (7), serious 
concerns (6) or thought this was a major problem (2) (Glendinning et al., 
2019, p. 18). Questions about plagiarism and cheating in exams generated 
a slightly higher rate of concerns, at 25/69 and 22/69 responses, respec-
tively (see Fig. 14.1 for more detail). Questions about corruption in other 
aspects of higher education (regulation of higher education, teaching, 
admissions and recruitment, credentials and qualifications, research and 
academic publishing) yielded far fewer expressions of concern than those 
about student assessment.

The above results, plus additional feedback from respondents, suggest 
there is a high degree of complacency or denial about serious threats to 
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Fig. 14.1 CIQG project—Concerns from AQABs about corruption in student 
assessment, n = 69 (Glendinning, I., Orim, S., & King, A. (2019). Policies and 
Actions of Accreditation and Quality Assurance Bodies to Counter Corruption in 
Higher Education, published by CHEA/CIQG, 2019, p. 18: https://www.chea.
org/quality- assurance- combatting- academic- corruption- resources)

academic integrity by many quality assurances and accreditation bodies 
(AQABs). I will next focus on examples of progress in three geographical 
regions: Europe, Australia and the USA.

QA and Integrity in the European Higher Education Area

The European Network of Quality Assurance set out expectations for how 
higher education (HE) institutions and quality assurance (QA) agencies 
operating in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) should 
respond to academic quality and standards, encapsulated in this statement:

Institutions should have a policy for quality assurance that is made public 
and forms part of their strategic management. Internal stakeholders should 
develop and implement this policy through appropriate structures and pro-
cesses, while involving external stakeholders. (ENQA, 2015, p. 11)

This document includes four references to integrity. The first mention 
relates to institutional QA policies, in which “the institutional context and 
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its strategic approach” should support “academic integrity and freedom 
and [be] vigilant against academic fraud” and involve “external stakehold-
ers in quality assurance” (ENQA, 2015, p. 11).

The other three references to integrity relate to the professional integ-
rity of the external agencies and agents themselves. Therefore, all HE 
institutions in EHEA countries should have both external oversight and 
institutional quality assurance policies that support academic integrity and 
challenge “academic fraud”. Also, QA agencies operating in Europe need 
to take measures to safeguard their own standards and integrity.

An evaluation of compliance with the European Standards and 
Guidelines (ESG) was recently conducted on behalf of the European 
Commission (AIT & Bischof, 2019). In 57 interviews with “national 
authorities and quality assurance agencies” from EHEA countries the 
researchers’ study found that while most QA agencies were confident that 
they were complying with the ESG, there were “differences in compliance 
among national QA systems based on their maturity” (AIT & Bischof, 
2019, Executive Summary, p. 5). The survey also included responses from 
1551 HE institutions, from 41 countries (AIT & Bischof, 2019, p. 17).

The evaluation report only mentions academic integrity once, specifi-
cally concerning Ukraine: “The development of effective internal QA sys-
tems [in Ukraine] is hindered by a lack of academic integrity, nepotism, 
corruption and rent seeking, low wages and the quality of teaching staff, 
and lack of investment in many Ukrainian HE institutions” (AIT & 
Bischof, 2019, p. 51).

This report refers to cross-border regulation by international QA agen-
cies, requiring them to be listed on the European Quality Assurance 
Register (EQAR). The report gives some reassurance of progress since 
2015 in developing internal and external QA systems across the EHEA, 
tempered by exceptions to this rule, including these:

• “the full integration of QA in the daily work within HE institutions 
is still a significant challenge in many countries, for example, Portugal, 
Malta, Cyprus, Bulgaria, Italy and Czech Republic” (AIT & Bischof, 
2019, p. 31).

• 7% of HEI survey respondents, mainly from France (15) and Spain 
(24), had no QA strategy or plans to develop one (AIT & 
Bischof, 2019).
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• In some countries the established policies are “not necessarily fol-
lowed by staff”, with examples: Italy, Bulgaria, Malta and the Czech 
Republic (AIT & Bischof, 2019, p. 29).

• In Bulgaria all HE providers have QA strategies, but for some “they 
exist mainly as a formality” (AIT & Bischof, 2019, p. 29).

The 2019 evaluation makes no mention of progress on implementing 
policies for academic integrity within institutional QA strategies.

The Bologna Process, which started in 1999, aims to harmonise stan-
dards and provision of HE across Europe. This statement comes from a 
recent communique: “Academic freedom and integrity, institutional 
autonomy, participation of students and staff in HE governance, and pub-
lic responsibility for and of HE form the backbone of the EHEA” (EACEA, 
2020, p. 158). This statement provides hope that the message has not 
been lost completely for Europe.

European funding has supported many research projects about aca-
demic integrity, including the highly successful European Network for 
Academic Integrity (ENAI, n.d.), through the European Commission, 
Council of Europe and national research councils. The 2019 evaluation of 
the ESG suggests scope for more research and development in Europe, 
especially towards integrating academic integrity, quality and standards.

QA and Academic Integrity in Australia

In the CIQG research Australia’s Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 
Authority (TEQSA) expressed both interest in and concerns about most 
forms of corruption included in the questionnaire (Glendinning et  al., 
2019). TEQSA, in conjunction with the government and HE institutions 
in Australia, has taken action, over many years, to address some serious 
threats to integrity, including contract cheating, irregularities in admis-
sions and sexual harassment.

Australia has an abundance of dedicated academic integrity researchers, 
with relatively easy access to research funding, due to the gravity attached 
to corruption and malpractice and to ensure that the quality, standards 
and reputation of their HE provision remain high.

The focus on integrity in Australia greatly intensified in 2014 after the 
“MyMaster scandal” (McNeilage & Visentin, 2014), followed by a shock-
ing video from the Australian Broadcasting Corporation called “Degrees 
of Deception” (ABC, 2015; Besser & Cronau, 2015). This example 
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demonstrates the power of investigative journalism to reveal corruption, 
in this case unethical admissions agents, admissions fraud, bribery, con-
tract cheating and fraud in English language testing for international 
applicants to Australian universities. This was a shock to the entire 
Australian HE sector and a catalyst for change. The impact on Australia 
led to innovative research and many scholarly publications (including 
Bretag et al., 2019; Curtis et al., 2022; Dawson and Sutherland-Smith, 
2018; Rogerson, 2017; Sutherland-Smith & Dullaghan, 2019), which in 
turn have had a profound influence on academic integrity in other parts of 
the world.

The introduction of Australian legislation against contract cheating in 
2018 was the culmination of combined efforts by researchers, the HE sec-
tor, TEQSA and the government. Similar legislation was introduced in the 
Republic of Ireland in 2019 and in England in 2022. Austria introduced 
legislation banning essay mills in 2018 and early in 2022 Ukraine was 
planning their own legislative response.

QA and Academic Integrity in the USA

Academic integrity in the USA has been led by pioneers such as Donald 
McCabe (2016) and ongoing initiatives from the International Center for 
Academic Integrity (ICAI, n.d.). In my view, US HE providers are not at 
the forefront of good practice in quality assurance or systematically mak-
ing connections between QA and academic integrity, compared to some 
other parts of the world. The concept of external scrutiny in the USA is 
usually about the distribution of grants and funding to HE providers or 
subject-based audits, rather than promoting academic standards and 
integrity.

The “Varsity Blues” sports admissions scandal had not emerged when 
we completed the CIQG research, but we did mention sports scholarships 
that made this scam possible (Glendinning et al., 2019), whereby under-
qualified students are routinely admitted to prestigious US universities on 
the basis of their sporting prowess, then allegedly given an easy ride on the 
academic requirements so they can remain in the varsity team (Downes, 
2017). The common practice of preferential admission to the university 
for children of alumni, wealthy donors and politicians (Downes, 2017) 
implies that, given suitable contacts, the “Varsity Blues” parents could 
have followed this traditional but equally corrupt approach, without the 
need for bribing agents and faking sporting skills.
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More positively, the USA is one of the few parts of the world where 
“academic integrity” is understood and part of the vocabulary in pre- 
university settings, often introduced through a similar “honour code” 
honesty system for students that is used in HE.

acadEmIc IntEgrIty stratEgIEs

A high-level strategy for academic integrity in HE establishes the over-
arching priorities within an institution, which could be focused on punish-
ment, deterrence or education. I agree with Bertram Gallant and Stephens 
(2020) who strongly recommend adopting an educational approach.

In the following discussion, input from government is presented first, 
then the role of QA agencies, followed by institutional strategies.

Government Input to Educational QA and Academic Integrity

The role of local or national government should be to ensure there are 
mechanisms in place to balance the needs to direct, guide, monitor, regu-
late and support institutions, while not overly encroaching on their auton-
omy for self-governance and identity at institutional levels.

Many governments delegate the responsibility for oversight of educa-
tion to one or more regulatory bodies, typically quality assurance and 
accreditation bodies. In some countries, such as Russia, India, Spain and 
the Czech Republic, an external attestation committee or similar body, 
rather than the university, is responsible for confirming certain awards and 
appointments, particularly doctorate, habilitation or professorship, which 
is viewed by many experts in HE governance as encroaching on institu-
tional autonomy.

External QA and Academic Integrity

An international network of QA bodies has developed a toolkit, which 
includes the characteristics of “An effective academic integrity framework” 
(INQAAHE et al., 2020). Stakeholders consist of government, QA agen-
cies, management, staff, students and employers, surrounded by four ele-
ments: Policies and procedures, Recording and reporting, Cycle of 
improvement and Education for staff and students (INQAAHE et  al., 
2020, p. 7). The toolkit defines four dimensions of an external quality 
assurance process: Analysis, Assessment, Intervention and Education 
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(INQAAHE et al., 2020). In essence, the external QA should be designed 
to check whether the internal QA is appropriately established and operat-
ing as intended, rather than just viewed by either side as a box-ticking 
exercise. External QA input to an institution should be about “quality 
enhancement”, to identify any weaknesses that can undermine institu-
tional quality and standards, especially relating to academic integrity, so 
that timely improvements can be made.

The CIQG research confirmed that, even if AQABs are alert to the 
prospect of corruption and malpractice, their modus operandi means they 
are unlikely to uncover evidence of this in their routine oversight of insti-
tutions (Glendinning et  al., 2019), typically involving a self-evaluation 
report or an institutional visit, with access to the institutional audit-trail of 
documentation. Institutions have ample opportunities to hide away any 
skeletons they may have, even allowing for an impromptu visit. The remit 
of an AQAB may be limited to exploring institutional policies, curricula 
and assessment methods, but the literature demonstrates that corruption 
can occur in a broader range of HE operational functions.

Our recommendations to QA bodies included the need to find alterna-
tive ways to uncover serious problems in governance and operations, or 
proactively explore any suggestions of impropriety (Glendinning 
et al., 2019).

The regulator for HE in England, the Office for Students (OFS), has 
recently conducted a review of the “reportable events” for education pro-
viders (OFS, 2020). As part of the quality monitoring process, all English 
HE providers are required to report certain types of events and evidence 
to the regulator. However, no mention was included of the need to report 
breaches to “integrity” or corruption and only one mention of “miscon-
duct”, specifically referring to “harassment and sexual misconduct” (OFS, 
2020, p. 34).

On a more positive note, several AQABs are taking action. For exam-
ple, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) has established a network of 
institutional representatives and a national panel of experts to assist insti-
tutions in developing their strategies and policies on academic integrity. 
The UK’s QAA established a national Advisory Group on academic integ-
rity in 2016, which has strong connections internationally on research into 
contract cheating. TEQSA provides effective leadership for the Australian 
HE sector, involving the researchers and experts in research and develop-
ment (Curtis et al., 2022). All these QA agencies provide freely download-
able guidance and advice on a range of topics relating to contract cheating, 
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addressing corruption and encouraging academic integrity (QAA, n.d.; 
QQI, n.d.; TEQSA, n.d.).

These organisations regularly work together and network internation-
ally to share intelligence and good practice, which is an excellent way of 
disseminating advances and experiences in one country or region with a 
wide range of other countries. There could also be great benefits from 
initiating vertical networking, typically when HE QA bodies share their 
experiences with QA agencies concerned with non-university education, 
but there are very few examples of this type of cooperation.

It is well understood that school children of all ages are very likely to 
plagiarise or cheat in other ways if their teachers and parents do not tell 
them it is wrong; we know that secondary pupils are regularly targeted by 
homework help companies (Creasey, 2021) and essay mills (Jeffreys & 
Main, 2018). However, input and guidance from external QA bodies on 
academic integrity at pre-university education levels are limited. This is an 
area in need of more focus and research.

Institutional Quality Assurance and Academic Integrity

It is the responsibility of every HE provider to safeguard academic quality, 
standards and integrity, whether or not there is external scrutiny. Any 
institutional strategy for academic integrity should be part of or strongly 
connected to the quality strategy, apply institution-wide and carry 
unequivocal support and adequate resourcing from the highest levels of 
management. The strategic ethos of integrity should be explicitly embed-
ded in statements about the institutional mission, commitment, aims and 
objectives of the institution.

The committee structure, reporting and authorisation for changes, and 
membership should be inclusive of different sections of the community. In 
some countries, universities are managed in devolved ways, with diverse 
policies applying at faculty level or in research institutes. This model is 
prevalent in Western Balkan countries (Foltýnek et al., 2017), but even in 
such circumstances, a consistent, institution-wide approach should still be 
the aim.

If an institution is serious about academic integrity, they should make 
available in the public domain a clearly worded statement of strategy, espe-
cially leadership on academic integrity. UK’s QAA recently went one stage 
further, following the lead of TEQSA in Australia, by introducing the 
Academic Integrity Charter (QAA, n.d.). The charter commits signatories 
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Fig. 14.2 Aligning institutional academic integrity strategy with quality and 
standards

to the Principles for Academic Integrity set out in Fig.  14.2. Member 
institutions were asked to sign the Charter, as a way of making a public 
commitment to their approach to academic integrity. Since it was pub-
lished on 21 October 2020, over 200 institutions and other bodies have 
signed the Charter  (QAA, n.d.—reflects a number of signatories on 8 
August 2022). The QAA principles emphasise a holistic institutional 
approach, and engagement with and empowerment of both students and 
staff, encouraging them to take responsibility. The principles also advocate 
working with others in the sector as well as having consistent and effective 
policies.

The Charter was designed to complement guidance to HE providers 
on how to develop suitable policies to address contract cheating, coming 
from the perspective of a national agency responsible for quality and stan-
dards (QAA, 2020). The QAA guidance emphasises that taking action to 
address contract cheating applies to everyone, not just those with specialist 
roles relating to academic integrity.

The Academic Integrity Toolkit developed by a team from Australia 
(Bretag et al., 2020) provides guidance for HE providers about effective 
approaches to academic integrity, including the following characteristics of 
institutional policies:
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• Student engagement
• Robust decision-making systems
• Academic integrity education
• Academic integrity champions
• Record keeping for evaluation
• Regular review of policy and process

The way QAA and TEQSA, together with other AQABs and networks, 
have guided and mobilised educational providers in their countries and 
beyond can serve as a model for HE regulators and QA bodies in other 
countries who are looking for inspiration on how to improve approaches 
to academic quality, standards and integrity. All the guidance acknowl-
edges that students’ views are an important element of the consultation 
and development process. There is also the need to conduct research, net-
working to share good practice and regularly update the guidance, as 
threats to integrity evolve and new threats emerge.

towards a FramEwork on acadEmIc IntEgrIty 
stratEgIEs and PoLIcIEs

The toolkits, guidance, models and frameworks discussed so far provide a 
good starting point for developing a strategy. The framework I propose 
provides more detail about what policies should be included within an 
institutional academic integrity strategy and how to connect this to the 
institutional strategy on quality and standards. There are suggestions on 
how to refine these policies to address contract cheating. Figure 14.2 is 
the latest version of a framework, designed to encourage dialogue. This is 
still work-in-progress, and feedback is most welcome. The overarching 
strategic focus in this model is education.

The surrounding border of the diagram illustrates that a well- 
constructed institutional academic integrity strategy will have a positive 
impact on academic quality and standards. Conversely, failure to design 
and implement an effective strategy will risk the dominance of academic 
dishonesty, or worse, negative impacts on academic quality and standards. 
Within the border are 11 essential components required to create a well- 
balanced institutional response to academic integrity breaches.
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Students: Academic and Research Integrity

Students and their education are central to the role of universities, colleges 
and schools, irrespective of the level of education. The power of students 
in supporting the academic integrity strategy cannot be overemphasised. 
In my experience, co-creation with students as partners and having stu-
dents lead campaigns to promote the need for integrity can be especially 
valuable both for students and for the institution.

In this context, education includes appreciating institutional expecta-
tions and culture, consequences of making mistakes and developing the 
skills and knowledge in writing and study that are needed to progress and 
succeed. The education and training should not be a once-off event, on 
arrival or delivered through an academic integrity module. Instead, it 
should take place in the context of the study programme, at suitable points 
throughout the student journey.

Conversely, there is a need for support and guidance for students sus-
pected of misconduct, irrespective of allegations against them, and to 
ensure they are treated fairly. A wide range of factors can influence student 
conduct, including previous education, family circumstances, health, dis-
abilities and other personal problems. Although such factors should not 
constitute excuses for academic misconduct, an understanding of individ-
ual circumstances may influence the decision about what outcomes would 
be fair and appropriate for this specific student.

Integrity Threats

Finding suitable opportunities to open a dialogue with students about the 
many risks and dangers around contract cheating is an essential element of 
education about academic integrity. Students need to be made aware that 
when people rely on contract cheating, in any of its forms, they forfeit the 
moral right to graduate, because they have not demonstrated their own 
learning and achievements. Research by Bretag et al. (2019) suggest that 
many students do not appreciate how serious contract cheating is or the 
consequences of getting caught. In addition, they put themselves at the 
mercy of any ghostwriters or essay mills they used, who may disclose what 
they have done or share the student’s personal data with other unscrupu-
lous individuals and companies (Sutherland-Smith & Dullaghan, 2019; 
Yorke et  al., 2020). Such threats will remain with the student forever. 
These are just a few of many powerful messages to students that should 
serve as disincentives to cheating.
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Staff Integrity

Top left in Fig. 14.2 is about integrity by all staff, including institutional 
leaders, academic staff, administrative and professional support staff. 
Unfortunately, some academics do not set the required example to stu-
dents, ranging from minor carelessness, such as forgetting to acknowledge 
sources, to more serious actions and forms of corruption, including help-
ing students to cheat, demanding or accepting bribes or favours from stu-
dents or their parents in return for admission or higher grades, or working 
for or operating essay mills. Unethical and corrupt behaviour of this nature 
by academic staff is particularly difficult to uncover and prove, but having 
a carefully designed and well-publicised whistle-blowing policy can help. 
There is a need to protect the identity of informers to encourage them to 
report their concerns, but to remain aware of the possibility of false and 
vindictive accusations.

Unethical conduct by a member of (academic or other) staff within an 
educational institution should be handled through a different process than 
the academic or ethical misconduct by students, because there are broader 
implications for staff about their professionalism, fitness and competence 
to practise in their staff role and whether they can be trusted. Whatever 
the local policies, it is important that the related procedures are clearly 
defined, accessible and transparent.

The latest QAA guidance (2020) advocates establishing a central aca-
demic integrity office (AIO) to provide leadership within the institution, 
responding to complex issues, including contract cheating. Ideally the 
AIO should have access to a wide range of expertise, including technologi-
cal solutions, analytical methods, remain in tune with international 
research and development, coordinate academic integrity training for staff 
and students and develop training materials and guidance.

Academic and Research Integrity Breaches and Procedures

The reporting of allegations and management of hearings are purposely 
placed on one side of the diagram—to acknowledge that, although an 
essential component of the policies, the main focus should be on educa-
tion and support. An institution should have transparent procedures that 
are well understood by staff and students. It is important to ensure these 
are consistently applied and that outcomes are consistent, proportionate 
and fair. It is in the long-term interests of the institution to include 
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appropriate additional training for the student as a mandatory component 
of the outcomes for upheld academic misconduct cases.

Training for academic staff is essential. They are on the front line for 
spotting suspicions and anomalies during teaching and supervision of stu-
dents and when evaluating their work. Contract cheating is one of the 
hardest types of academic misconduct to detect, even with access to intel-
ligent technology, checklists (TEQSA, 2021) and years of experience. 
Even when the suspicions are strong, it can be very time-consuming and 
require considerable skills in detection and computer forensics to gather 
evidence and make a case that convinces decision-makers. As a result, 
many contract cheating cases go unnoticed. Even if a tutor suspects cheat-
ing, they may not have the will or the time to pursue it, especially if they 
believe it will be dismissed as “no case to answer” by the panel. But train-
ing can improve detection and evidence gathering (Dawson & Sutherland- 
Smith, 2018).

If it is relatively easy for an academic to report suspicions, ideally with 
expert assistance on hand with guidance and support to assemble the evi-
dence, then cases are more likely to be detected. Academics and decision- 
makers, including deans, academic integrity/conduct officers, student 
advisers, librarians and panel members, all need to understand the nature 
of contract cheating and how to interpret any evidence presented. Most 
critically, everyone involved needs to know what is meant by “on balance 
of probability”, based on academic judgement, otherwise well- 
substantiated cases may not be recognised as such. For serious integrity 
violations, such as contract cheating, it is advisable that the decisions are 
taken by a panel of academics and/or academic managers, possibly a stu-
dent representative, all of whom have been trained for this specific role 
(QAA, 2020).

The onus is on institutions to find ways to ensure that any sanctions 
applied for academic integrity breaches are consistent, proportionate and 
fair. There are different ways that this can be achieved, but at the heart of 
every approach is a standard set of rules and guidance connected to either 
a formula, table of options or set of metrics, that must be followed by 
everyone when making the decisions. There is also the need for training 
for those tasked with making the decisions, especially when deciding the 
level of severity of the student conduct and factoring the broader context, 
including any previous history.

Recording of cases and outcomes is a vital part of the process. If there 
is no record of a case, there can be no accounting for second and possibly 

 I. GLENDINNING



213

serial breaches of integrity. It is important to monitor and be aware if a 
student is not responding positively to the measures in place to deter aca-
demic misconduct, so alternative actions can be considered, ultimately, if 
all other measures fail, leading to permanent exclusion of the student.

Some institutions will immediately expel a student found to have 
resorted to contract cheating. The QAA guidance (2020) recommends 
education, support and guidance for first cases of integrity breaches, which 
is also my advice, even for contract cheating, combined with the need to 
complete a new replacement piece of work, with maximum grade set to 
the basic pass mark. If the student’s conduct does not improve, or if a case 
of systematic contract cheating is discovered towards the end of the stu-
dent’s programme or after graduation, then expulsion and/or retraction 
of the degree must be considered.

Teaching, Learning and Assessment

The teaching, learning and assessment strategy and an appreciation of how 
decisions on curriculum and assessment design, and details such as sub-
mission rules, can either serve as a deterrent or driver for academic dishon-
esty. This element is an integral and vital part of the academic integrity 
strategy, particularly in the light of the recent moves to online and remote 
learning and changes to assessment methods. Tutors designing assess-
ments need to remain mindful of the impact on integrity and minimise 
opportunities for cheating, as well as evaluating whether students have 
achieved the learning outcomes. Those in teaching roles implicitly set the 
standards that their students should aspire to. The level of professionalism, 
integrity and ethical conduct demonstrated by teachers provides the 
underlying climate of integrity for their students. Although a well-designed 
assessment cannot eliminate the prospect of contract cheating, such as 
individual or practical or creative tasks, conducted in class or controlled 
environment where possible, can make it more difficult for work to be 
contracted out. Evaluation methods such as viva voce examinations and 
in-person oral presentations, plus monitoring student progress and check-
ing of drafts during the development of the work can help to improve 
authenticity. However, we must acknowledge that this type of approach 
requires considerably more time and resources than many institutions are 
able to provide.
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Regulations for Academic Integrity and Ethical Approval

Ethical approval is separated from other educational requirements in 
Fig. 14.2, because these policies and procedures apply to everyone who 
conducts research, students, academic staff and researchers. They also 
apply to students enrolled in research and higher degree programmes and 
any staff involved in or supervising research. In some institutions where 
we have conducted research, this is a neglected or weakly defined element 
of the institutional strategy and in others this is the most strongly devel-
oped part of the strategy and policies. We also found that the emphasis 
varies, with some institutions not concerned about allegations of academic 
misconduct by undergraduate students and others only making checks at 
the final dissertation stage. If integrity only counts at the final hurdle to a 
degree, the student may miss out on vital guidance, support and learning 
during their journey to the qualification goal. Conduct relating to integ-
rity in ethics and research is an essential life skill and therefore a key area 
for regular training for students, researchers, teachers and supervisory 
staff. This is not just about ethical approval; it concerns the whole process 
of conducting research and working with, respecting and supporting other 
researchers. It may also include protocols for applying for research fund-
ing and integrity in publishing and dissemination of research results. 
Ethical approval should not be viewed by researchers as the end point. 
There needs to be ongoing monitoring and a requirement for regular 
reviews and reappraisal of any research project lasting more than one year.

Admissions and Recruitment

An underlying cause of some cases of contract cheating is when students 
are admitted to an HE institution without the required qualifications or 
skills (AACRAO, 2005). This could happen if fake or undeserved qualifi-
cations have been included on an application (Watson, 2017); an English 
language test result may have been fraudulently obtained (Norman, 
2018), or there may have been bribery to unfairly gain admission (Downes, 
2017; Fursova & Simons, 2014; Kakuchi, 2018). As discussed earlier, 
there are well-documented cases of recruitment agents falsifying creden-
tials to secure their commission (Watson, 2017). If a student does not 
have the necessary fundamental skills to succeed, they are likely to struggle 
and ultimately will fail. Alternatively, they can find ways to progress by 
asking someone else to do the work for them, for payment or favours. 
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There are documented cases of students who seek admittance to HE with 
fake qualifications, to access student loans or visas, with no intention of 
engaging in learning or completing their own assessment (Watson, 2017).

HE providers need to be mindful of this very serious threat to integrity. 
One essential step for all HE institutions is to ensure that all recruitment 
agents are very carefully vetted and required to attend regular training, 
including conflicts of interest and integrity, as exemplified by a recently 
introduced Australian code of conduct (Australian Government, 2018). 
Interviewing applicants and entrance examinations are common ways to 
check on credentials and skills before students are offered a place. However, 
when this is not possible, especially for late applicants and international 
students, a diagnostic formative writing exercise, for all newly admitted 
students, can be a very effective way to identify students who may not 
meet the required educational standards, or have special learning require-
ments that have not been discussed earlier. This formative work provides a 
very useful exemplar for comparison if there are doubts about authorship 
in a later assignment.

Periodic Review and Ongoing Monitoring

The remaining two boxes of Fig. 14.2 relate to quality monitoring and 
enhancement. These are fundamental to the link between integrity, quality 
and standards (QAA, 2020). Developing academic integrity policies and 
procedures is not a one-off process. Regulations and procedures must be 
adjusted on a regular basis as the threats to integrity evolve and new threats 
emerge. Even in a large institution with highly devolved procedures and 
decision-making, measures are needed for ongoing monitoring and 
reporting to ensure consistency and fairness, such as benchmarking of 
decisions. It is recommended, based on my personal experience, to have a 
steering committee, with broad representation from across the institution, 
to monitor and quickly resolve operational problems. The same commit-
tee can monitor and evaluate annual data, reporting to the institutional 
committee for quality and standards. A major periodic review of academic 
integrity policies should be instigated at least every five years, or more 
frequently if the strategy is not having the desired effect.

This framework is largely inward-facing and focused on student conduct, 
teaching, learning and assessment. Omissions from this framework include 
external influences, safeguarding integrity in partnership work and overseas 
operations, all of which would be valuable topics for further research.
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concLusIons

The bottom line for an institution is to ensure that steps are taken to cre-
ate a culture of integrity, ideally with education for every member of the 
institutional community. Academic integrity needs to be central to the 
institutional strategy, supported through external guidance from QA or 
accreditation bodies and/or ministries of education. Measures need to be 
taken to minimise misconduct and corruption. I hope that, in due course, 
all institutions will adopt fair, consistent and transparent policies that do 
not just focus on detection and dealing with academic misconduct.

Integrity in all aspects of education and the fight against corruption is 
the responsibility of everyone who cares about quality and standards in 
education. As advocated in almost all the guidance I have referred to, 
working with students as partners, listening to their viewpoints and allow-
ing them to lead initiatives can be a very productive way to fight corrup-
tion and enhance integrity.
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CHAPTER 15

Addressing Contract Cheating Through 
Staff-Student Partnerships

Thomas Lancaster

Contract cheating has been widely presented in the academic literature as 
representing a threat to the integrity of academic qualifications (Bretag, 
2019; Draper & Newton, 2017; Lancaster & Clarke, 2016). Often the 
conversation surrounding contract cheating strays away from academic 
integrity and instead focuses on how to stop students from succumbing to 
academic misconduct. Such an approach can miss the wider focus of a suc-
cessful educational community, which recognises that students are invested 
in their own learning.

Common solutions to contract cheating presented in the literature can 
take many forms. Discussions in the field consider the design of assess-
ments, detection methods for contract cheating, legal solutions, student 
education and student support, to give just a few examples (Dawson & 
Sutherland-Smith, 2018; Draper & Newton, 2017; Morris, 2018; 
Rogerson, 2017). It is likely that a mixture of all these solutions will be 
necessary to address the harm caused by the contract cheating industry. 
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On top of knowing about solutions, an understanding of the reasons why 
students end up contract cheating is useful for educators.

This chapter dives further into the contract cheating world by propos-
ing another solution to be added to the mix. This solution takes as its 
premise that students themselves are active investors in their own learning. 
Some students feel strongly about contract cheating and other forms of 
academic misconduct and do not appreciate other students getting an 
unethical advantage, even though they may be reluctant to report this 
(Bretag et al., 2019; Waltzer et al., 2021). Some students may not feel 
properly equipped to say no to contract cheating when an opportunity for 
unfair help is offered to them. The idea of staff of all types working 
together in partnership to address contract cheating closely matches one 
of the most basic considerations of academic integrity; that is, academic 
integrity is not the responsibility of any single individual but requires the 
support of the whole educational community (Eaton, 2022; Lancaster, 
2021b). In this chapter, the word staff is considered in a global sense to 
encompass educators, professional support staff, academic management 
and anyone involved in the student journey.

The idea of using staff-student partnerships to address contract cheat-
ing is not one that has been widely addressed in the academic literature, 
although examples of how this can work have been given in publications, 
presented in talks and can be found on social media (Lancaster, 2020, 
2021c). As such, example citations are given where appropriate, but they 
do not always take a traditional research format, and this chapter also con-
tains elements of reflective practice, relying heavily on the experiences of 
the author as an academic integrity practitioner. The chapter is intended 
to provide ideas for students and staff alike who are looking to raise aware-
ness of contract cheating at their own institution and beyond, or who wish 
to innovate with the way that such issues are explored across the higher 
education sector.

The chapter draws inspiration from the student academic partners 
movement (Freeman et al., 2014). Originally developed in 2009 as a part-
nership between the Students’ Union and the Centre for Enhancement of 
Learning and Teaching at Birmingham City University, UK, the scheme 
aimed to challenge the power dynamic between staff and students and 
encourage all parties to have ownership of the educational development 
process. In the first iteration of the scheme over the 2009/2010 academic 
year, 51 students were involved in paid positions, partnered with 32 staff. 
As Freeman et al. (2014) discussed, to be successful the scheme relied on 
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institutional support from the uppermost levels, the ability of staff and 
students to take ownership and autonomy of the process, as well as mecha-
nisms to help everyone involved make sense of what was meant by 
collaboration.

Similar schemes have since been developed at other institutions. These 
include, for example, the StudentShapers scheme at Imperial College 
London (n.d.), UK. This has led to the development of academic integrity 
and contract cheating-related research papers and other teaching resources. 
Examples produced through the StudentShapers scheme are included in 
this chapter.

This chapter takes the following structure. First, discussion points 
intended to help introduce the importance of contract cheating to stu-
dents are presented. Then ideas to involve students in academic integrity 
innovations and developments are provided, all of which can be applied 
within the contract cheating space. The chapter also considers the use of 
awareness-raising events for contract cheating and methods to help stu-
dents develop into academic integrity champions.

InvolvIng StudentS In the dIScuSSIon About 
contrAct cheAtIng

It seems unnecessary to provide a detailed background on what contract 
cheating is in a book devoted to the issue. But some context devoted to 
how contract cheating affects students is useful. This can also serve as the 
basis for a discussion between staff and students in a partnership approach. 
It may also be useful for students wishing to engage in discussion with 
their peers.

First, it should be recognised that contract cheating is not a standalone 
issue. Contract cheating is one of many types of academic misconduct that 
a student could knowingly or unknowingly commit during their academic 
studies. Generally speaking, it may be possible for a student to plagiarise 
accidentally, perhaps if they lack a proper understanding of how academic 
referencing should be used in practice. It is much harder for a student to 
accidentally contract cheat, but are there nuances here? Sometimes con-
tract cheating providers present themselves as tutoring services (Draper & 
Newton, 2017; Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021). A student may start work 
for themselves, but not realise that having a third party make substantial 
changes to that work is not acceptable. Further, the discussions around 
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contract cheating can often be made murkier by a discussion of a financial 
exchange. Some students may think it acceptable for a family member to 
become involved in the production of assessed work as there is no money 
changing hands, but this still means that the person being assessed is not 
the person who completed the assignment.

A related discussion surrounds how academic integrity can be pro-
moted as the cornerstone of academia and the guiding principles within 
which everyone, staff and students alike, should try and operate. It is very 
difficult to talk about contract cheating without also discussing academic 
integrity. There are many benefits to students of them completing their 
own work, not least a sense of personal satisfaction and an understanding 
of material that may be relied upon in later assessments or future employ-
ment. Academic integrity can easily be discussed in parallel with sessions 
on ethics. The concepts involved can sometimes seem alien to students, so 
it can help to bring in parallel examples from other areas of their life. For 
example, students can be asked how they feel about players in popular 
online games buying advantages that they themselves do not have access to.

A framework for categorising the impact of contract cheating as a social 
issue, developed by Khan et al. (2020), can provide a useful starting point 
for discussion. Khan et al. (2020) classify the impact of contract cheating 
in three ways, the immediate direct impact on the student, the longer- 
term impact on the student post the completion of their course and the 
subsequent impact on the wider surrounding society. Table 15.1 shows 
their findings, all of which are evidence-based.

Khan et al. (2020) focus their discussion of social impact on the case 
where a student contact cheats and does not get caught. A corresponding 
study by Pitt et al. (2020) reveals that the impact of contract cheating on 
students is also heavy if this is detected and the student is put through an 
academic misconduct hearing. They reveal that students find the experi-
ence challenging and stressful and worry about the damage to their 

Table 15.1 The categorised impact of contract cheating as a social issue (Khan 
et al., 2020)

Direct Long-term Surrounding

• The student has not 
benefitted from lessons 
taught in class
• Anxiety
• Low self-esteem
• Loneliness

• Difficulty in finding 
jobs or holding on to 
them
• Depression
• Suicide

• Shortage of skills and 
knowledge impacting family 
and economy
• Unethical practices at 
workplaces
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reputation. Students say they often feel unable to tell their family about 
the situation and so have to bear any financial burden from a proven con-
tract cheating case for themselves.

There are also risks to students if they choose to engage with the wider 
contract cheating industry. The industry markets heavily to students, often 
using deceptive practices (Amigud, 2020; Lancaster, 2019). Students may 
not receive work they have paid for or it may not be of the quality they 
expected (Lines, 2016; Sutherland-Smith & Dullaghan, 2019). There is a 
heavy risk to students that they are open to scams and blackmail once they 
have provided their personal details to a provider working in a deceptive 
industry (Lancaster & Gupta, 2021; Yorke et al., 2020). In some jurisdic-
tions providing contract cheating services is illegal and so students are 
helping to fuel criminal enterprises (Amigud & Dawson, 2020; Draper & 
Newton, 2017). If nothing else, a student who has contract cheated may 
become dependent on services like these since they have missed out on 
necessary learning. This is borne out by research showing many student 
customers as repeat buyers (Clarke & Lancaster, 2006; Curtis & Clare, 
2017). This situation is one that is regularly exploited by the contract 
cheating industry.

A final area worth exploring with students is how contract cheating 
expands beyond essay mills. Research using the contract cheating termi-
nology dates back to 2006 (Clarke & Lancaster, 2006). Much of the 
growth of the contract cheating problem can be traced back to the mod-
ern Internet era, but it was not new then. Dating back to the 1970s and 
earlier, students could purchase original solutions for the assessment tasks 
they had been sent by mail or telephone (Stott, 1976).

The contract cheating industry also continues to evolve as to how it 
presents itself to students. File-sharing sites, such as Chegg, that allow 
students to buy solutions also pose a substantial threat, and students may 
not realise that their use could be considered in the same league as essay 
mill use (Lancaster & Cotarlan, 2021; Rogerson & Basanta, 2016).

ASSeSSment co-deSIgn wIth StudentS

One of the drivers for contract cheating is that students do not always feel 
engaged with their learning (Bretag et al., 2019). If a student is disinter-
ested in a subject, or feels what is being taught is not relevant to them or 
their future, this can give the student an incentive to turn to the contract 
cheating industry.

15 ADDRESSING CONTRACT CHEATING THROUGH STAFF-STUDENT… 



224

The co-design approach allows students to become more actively 
involved in their own learning, including determining what type of assess-
ment will work best for them and will also allow them to meet module 
learning outcomes. The idea is that by taking ownership of the assessment 
process, students will not only feel empowered to complete assessments 
for themselves but also be able to ensure that the tasks set match their own 
interests.

There are many recommendations in the literature regarding how to 
make co-designed teaching innovations work, including those by Roschelle 
et  al. (2006). They recommend seven characteristic features of such an 
approach, all of which can be interpreted with the need to reduce the risk 
of contract cheating in mind.

 1. Co-design takes on a concrete, tangible innovation challenge.
 2. The process begins by taking stock of current practice and class-

room contexts.
 3. Co-design has a flexible target.
 4. Co-design needs a bootstrapping event or process to catalyse the 

team’s work.
 5. Co-design is timed to fit the school cycle.
 6. Strong facilitation with well-defined roles is a hallmark of co-design.
 7. There is central accountability for the quality of the products of 

co-design.

Roschelle et al.’s (2006) recommendations suggest that the scheduling 
of the assessment development should fit within the standard module 
teaching and learning period, rather than needing students to have to 
engage in additional work. They also note that students may not know 
how to construct an identifiable assessment problem or even what the 
scale of an appropriate problem should be. That means that help from 
instructors is needed here. The authors suggest that a workshop approach 
works well.

Assessment co-design is not without its challenges. The idea can be 
counter-intuitive to students, who are used to having assessments laid out 
for them. There is no reason why students should automatically know 
what makes a good assessment. But it seems likely that successful teaching 
and learning innovations can be developed by leveraging student knowl-
edge and experience. The idea of assessment co-design seems worth 
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exploring further although it can never hurt for instructors to have a 
backup plan in mind.

StudentS AS reSeArch PArtnerS

There are many ways to get students involved as researchers in contract 
cheating-related questions. Traditionally, research into academic integrity 
can be conducted by PhD students, but there is no reason why such 
research cannot include undergraduate students and taught masters’ stu-
dents. These are the groups primarily considered in this section.

One traditional way of engaging students as contract cheating research-
ers has been to have students work on tasks for this field as part of their 
capstone project. For example, as part of computer science projects, the 
author has collaborated with students to work on detecting contract 
cheating through stylometric analysis and by developing systems to gener-
ate questions for instructors to ask students based on work they said they 
had written. The author has also participated in student films about con-
tract cheating being developed by media students as part of their final 
project for that specific discipline (Hicking, 2020; Ma, 2020; Menon, 2017).

An alternative research approach has become enabled through schemes 
affording students the opportunity to be employed to develop research 
and resources in collaboration with staff partners. Two such schemes oper-
ating at Imperial College London, UK, which the author has participated, 
include the StudentShapers scheme and the Undergraduate Research 
Opportunity Programme (UROP). Such schemes allow the staff partner 
to draw upon the skills of the student which may match up well with 
theirs. They also allow the students to add specific ideas as to how the 
contract cheating industry operates which may only really be easily acces-
sible to them as a student.

As well as getting experience working on a research project, the student 
partner may benefit from attending conferences, presenting their ideas to 
a wider audience, speaking to the media or getting an academic publica-
tion. For example, one StudentShapers’ project led to the publication of a 
paper investigating contract cheating through a file-sharing site (Lancaster 
& Cotarlan, 2021), a paper that has also been widely covered by the media 
and has led to the student partner’s name being mentioned in the UK’s 
House of Commons to support proposed legal changes surrounding con-
tract cheating provision. UROP-related research by computer science stu-
dents has led to machine learning approaches being applied to large 
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contract cheating-related data sets, drawing upon the technical experience 
of student partners.

It is worth noting that such research needs to be developed as a col-
laboration, rather than assuming that students can just go ahead and com-
plete studies without guidance. Particularly at undergraduate level, 
students are likely to be inexperienced at conducting research and writing 
research papers. Such an approach can only ever really be successful when 
it is presented as a true staff-student partnership.

AcAdemIc IntegrIty moduleS (beyond referencIng)
In many institutions, a lot of work goes into teaching students how to 
write, reference and avoid plagiarism. That is largely essential core knowl-
edge, particularly where students arrive at university from a variety of 
backgrounds and instructors need to ensure that they are all equipped for 
success. Often, such teaching will also include coverage of the fundamen-
tal values of academic integrity, accompanied by work to help students to 
have an ethical awareness relevant to their field of study.

An approach developed at Imperial College London, UK, and outlined 
by Lancaster (2021a), goes beyond helping undergraduate students to 
understand the fundamentals of academic integrity, and instead teaches 
them about academic integrity research and provides support for them to 
complete their own research projects in the field. As the previous section 
indicated, students are very capable of completing research into contract 
cheating, particularly where the backing of an experienced practitioner is 
available.

The Academic Integrity in STEMM module, taken by students across 
largely science, technology and medicine-based disciplines, provides an 
introduction to academic integrity for students who are not research spe-
cialists. The first iteration of the module saw this delivered online due to 
COVID-19, using a largely flipped curriculum approach. This included 
pre-recorded video lectures and carefully selected background reading 
with integrated class discussion activities. Students were introduced to 
academic integrity research through a thematic structure, including 
research case studies being presented. Guest lectures from practitioners at 
other institutions were also included to help students to see how academic 
integrity extended beyond their immediate institution.

Several parts of the module are directly related to contract cheating 
research. One week of the module was devoted to contract cheating, 
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showcasing some of the main research findings in the field. Students were 
also encouraged to attend external talks and activities relating to contract 
cheating that were happening alongside the module. A student research 
panel was also arranged, with several of the participating students having 
previously worked on contract cheating research projects. This was an 
approach that proved to be both engaging and inspiring for students.

For module assessment, students were required to undertake reflective 
tasks as well as to participate in an interdisciplinary research project. To 
make the research fit within the time frame available, students were 
encouraged to find existing data to analyse, whether this was in the form 
of policy documents, research papers, social media posts or other such 
sources. Data relating to contract cheating would seem to fit perfectly here 
and would also serve to continue to raise awareness about the problem.

Since the module was first developed, other institutions have expressed 
interest in developing a similar optional module to use across their institu-
tion. Such a module would appear to provide a good alternative approach 
to interest students into not only understanding contract cheating but also 
actively researching it, whilst also developing core skills to feed back into 
their own disciplines.

AwAreneSS-rAISIng eventS

One of the most successful methods for getting students involved in advo-
cating against contract cheating is also one of the simplest ones. It involves 
talking with students about contract cheating as part of an educational 
partnership of equals.

The International Day of Action against Contract Cheating has run 
annually since October 2016 (International Center for Academic Integrity 
[ICAI], n.d.). The global organisation for the event is led by a staff and 
student committee from the ICAI. Many of the ideas about activities to 
include in the event come directly from students.

Much of the focus is on individual institutions. The approaches used in 
each of these institutions will differ, but they can include encouraging 
academics to discuss contract cheating in class, running stalls, playing con-
tract cheating-related games with students, inviting guest speakers and 
holding competitions. Institutions are also encouraged to join in with 
international activity facilitated online, for instance by encouraging staff 
and students to post whiteboard declarations on social media stating why 
they do not engage in or support contract cheating.
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The ICAI also commonly hosts online activities. This might include 
broadcasting webinars, holding panel discussions, running online games 
or hosting student poster design competitions. In 2020, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, ICAI ran 20 hours of live broadcasts on contract 
cheating, bringing together many prominent speakers and quality assur-
ance body representatives from around the world. These broadcasts also 
included contributions from student partners.

For institutions that prefer to not lead their messaging with a discussion 
on contract cheating, it is also possible to bill this event as being about 
academic integrity. Some institutions have extended upon the original 
concept of the International Day of Action against Contract Cheating to 
include an entire Academic Integrity Week.

Many of the most successful local implementations of the International 
Day of Action against Contract Cheating have been seen where these have 
been organised by student groups themselves. In other instances, the local 
arrangements have been organised by students and staff partners. The best 
approaches all seem to rely on putting students at the heart of the aca-
demic integrity discussion as the real advocates of change.

Student Involvement throughout AcAdemIc 
IntegrIty ProcedureS

A final consideration for improving the sector approach to address con-
tract cheating is the movement towards students themselves becoming 
academic integrity champions. This is recognised through work they con-
duct with their peers, through student unions and by participating in aca-
demic integrity decision-making processes within institutions. Such active 
involvement represents a way to ensure that the student voice regarding 
contract cheating is fully heard and that fairness of process is achieved.

Many student unions have themselves started to lead the way in discuss-
ing contract cheating with students themselves. This has already been seen 
through the awareness-raising events and support sessions mentioned in 
the previous section, but also through social media campaigns and addi-
tional support put into place when a student is suspected of having con-
tract cheated and is involved in an ongoing investigation.

Students themselves can provide support for other students in a more 
formalised way. Often a student will feel more comfortable discussing 
their concerns with another student than with a member of staff. A 
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student who themself has been through a contract cheating investigative 
procedure can also often be an ideal person to mentor other students, as 
evidenced by Pitt et al. (2020).

When academic institutions develop new procedures and policies sur-
rounding contract cheating, students themselves should be called upon to 
both play an active role in procedural design and check that the proce-
dures are fair and understandable. Often archaic languages can be hidden 
inside policies and procedures which are not accessible to students, caus-
ing unintentional misunderstandings.

There are also many examples now of institutions where student repre-
sentatives form part of the panel that makes a decision during an academic 
misconduct investigation. One such case is at the University of Sussex, 
where panels consist of two university staff members and one elected stu-
dent representative (University of Sussex Students’ Union, n.d.). This 
helps to ensure that the correct processes are being followed and sensible 
decisions made, particularly in cases of contact cheating where a proven 
allegation could lead to a student being unable to continue with their 
programme of study.

concluSIonS

This chapter has reviewed the opportunities for students and staff to work 
in partnership to both promote academic integrity and reduce contract 
cheating. There are many examples of good work in this area going on 
around the world, including through students themselves taking the ini-
tiative and setting up their own networks helping to put academic integ-
rity at the heart of the educational discussion.

Getting staff-student partnerships to work flawlessly is not without 
challenge, but it is possible, it is worthwhile, and it is something that 
should be encouraged.

The introduction drew upon the experiences of student academic part-
ners scheme participants, noting the importance of institutional buy-in for 
any collaborative approach of this type to be successful. For academic 
integrity and contract cheating initiatives, institutional buy-in is of crucial 
importance. It is very easy for institutions to decide that it is best not to 
speak out about contract cheating for fear of getting unwanted publicity. 
Such an approach is simply unfair to everyone involved, including all the 
students who want the best from their education. To make sense of 
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contract cheating, a collaborative approach between students and staff 
offers the only sensible route forwards.
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CHAPTER 16

The Extortionate Cost of Contract Cheating

Terisha Veeran-Colton, Lesley Sefcik, and Jonathan Yorke

Originally defined by Clarke and Lancaster (2006), contract cheating is 
now a well-recognised part of the higher education landscape (Bretag 
et al., 2019c). Contract cheating happens when a student submits a piece 
of work that was completed for them by a third party, whom they may or 
may not have paid (Harper et al., 2019). It is a deliberate and fraudulent 
behaviour that seeks personal gain at the expense of academic integrity 
(Rundle et al., 2020).

Although contract cheating scandals tend to attract broad media cover-
age (Fellner, 2020; Visentin, 2015), relatively little attention has been 
given to the personal, professional, and financial consequences and their 
multiple points of impact on students. Through the lens of a fictitious (but 
plausible) contact cheating scenario, this chapter examines these multiple 
points of impact, identifying potential approaches that can be taken to 
discourage contract cheating. A similar approach has been applied by 
Bens (2022).
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Scenario

The following scenario was constructed by the authors from accounts of 
cheating posted to discussion boards and published in literature (Curtis & 
Clare, 2017; Ellis et al., 2020; Gilmore, 2009; Yorke et al., 2022). It is 
fictitious and anonymous but based on real-life experience, where the con-
sequences of contract cheating are not always immediate.

Experience as a Student

I (Student X) was a diligent student in high school and was accepted into a 
good university, but once there, I struggled. No one tells you how different the 
pressures of university are compared to high school. Even though the assess-
ments were supposed to be completed individually, I would often work with a 
group of classmates to make life easier. One group-member who was strug-
gling financially started offering to do assignments for a small fee. I was 
having a hard time, it was convenient, and it did not seem too unethical since 
I was helping a friend (and lightening my workload at the same time). I was 
not planning on this being a regular thing. It was just going to be a few times 
and I thought the chances of getting caught were low, since it would be hard 
for the university’s text-matching software to detect original work.

Semesters passed and the  assessment requirements kept mounting. 
Balancing studies with a part-time job was becoming too much for me. Life 
felt stressful. Feeling there was little other choice, I continued to pay to get help 
with my assignments. I felt like a victim of circumstance and so cheating 
became a habit, I guess. The promise of a passing grade was difficult to reject. 
Other students it seemed, felt the same, as my friend now had a lucrative busi-
ness and was always busy. So much so, that I had to find someone on the web 
to help me instead. Eventually I had to pay someone to sit my final exams since 
I did not understand much of the coursework by the end. Although the pan-
demic has been horrible at least it meant that all my exams were now online 
so it was much easier to get someone to do my exams for me. At the time, I 
thought it was a necessary means to an end, as I was certain to land a good 
job with such good grades and then I could start fresh.

Experience After Graduation

I am now employed at a successful tech start-up; but start-ups are fast-paced 
and I am struggling. My lack of knowledge and skills is becoming obvious to 
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my colleagues and supervisor. Things are not going well and to make matters 
worse, I received a worrying email from the website I once used for assign-
ment help. They threatened that if I did not pay them more money, they would 
tell the university about the assignments. The problem is that life in this city is 
expensive and I simply cannot afford to pay them. I decided not to pay, 
because I thought there was a good chance they were bluffing.

A few months later, I received allegations of cheating from my university. 
It turns out the website owners told the university. The university reviewed my 
work and they found more evidence of contract cheating by using some tech-
nology that was not available when I was a student. This linked my other 
assignments to my friend who I originally paid for help. Now we are all being 
sent details about disciplinary hearings with the possibility of our degrees 
being cancelled. Unfortunately, my employer found out and people at work 
are talking. I am scared I will lose my job. I feel that my world is unravelling, 
and I am horrified because I will need to explain this to my family and part-
ner. I do not know where to start.

Figure 16.1 illustrates the flow of events depicted in the scenario and 
identifies possible factors, decision points, and consequences. There are 
various factors that can influence an initial decision to cheat. Unfortunately, 
consequences of contract cheating can be significantly delayed, which may 

A Possible Contract Cheating Scenario

Possible factors influencing
decision to cheat

Decision to outsource
assessmentIntervention

point

Self doubt/fear of failure
Thrill/sensation seeking
Pursuit of a high grade
Convenience/time
Stress

I used to do group work to
save time. Then I started
paying a friend for
assessments which led to
outsourcing online.

My future is uncertain.

The essay website is
threating to expose me for
cheating if i don’t pay them
more money.

I have been called for a
university disciplinary
hearing. My degree might be
revoked. My employer knows
and I may be suspended
from work.

I feel regret and shame.
What will my friends and
family say?
What will future employers
think?

How did it all go so wrong for
me?

Reflection:  Where did it
begin?

Personal consequences Academic and
professional

consequences

Time Passes

External
consequences

•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•

••
•
•

•

Fig. 16.1 Graphical representation of the contract cheating scenario
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lull students into a false sense of security, thereby encouraging further use 
of cheating services.

analySiS

Consistent with the observation that contract cheating is a social issue that 
has immediate, long-term, and surrounding effects (Khan et al., 2020), 
the personal, academic, financial, and other consequences of contract 
cheating in the scenario are analysed. Figure 16.2 takes these four classifi-
cations and further breaks down the first three into sub-categories identi-
fying related themes within each category. Inevitably, consequences 
depicted in Fig. 16.2 are not mutually exclusive: disciplinary action can 
evoke an emotional response that affects a student’s social and emotional 
wellbeing, and it also can materially affect their reputation and future 
prospects.

Academic Consequences

Future Prospects

Personal Cosequences

ReputationSocial and Emotional
Wellbeing

F
in
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s

Extortion

Outsourcing
Costs

Repeat Enrolment

Various Consequences of
Contract Cheating

Learning Objectives

O
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er C
o

n
seq

u
en

ces

Legal

Disciplinary Action

Student my be
prosecuted for
potential fraud.

Academic integrity
breaches may result in
disciplinary action and
exclusions

Students fail to meet
learning objectives for
graduate capabilities by
outsourcing work

Contract cheating
sites can financially
extort students by
threatening to
reveal cheating to
the academic
institution

A tarnished reputation
can be personally and
professionally
detrimental

Feelings of shame can
cause mental health
issues

Harm to future job
prospects can adversely
impact personal and
professional goals

Direct costs of
outsourcing can
be substantial

Universities may impose
penalties that result in
further enrollment costs

Fig. 16.2 Consequences of contract cheating broken down into sub-themes
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Personal Consequences

Personal consequences spanned three sub-categories: social and emotional 
wellbeing; reputation; and future prospects (Fig. 16.2). Personal conse-
quences are self-imposed costs that result from engaging in morally con-
flicting behaviour that affects one’s conscience (Grasmick & Bursik, 
1990). The danger is that students may rationalise personal consequences 
if they do not fully appreciate how these could affect them later in life. 
Student X felt personal consequences only after they had graduated uni-
versity and joined the working world.

 Social and Emotional Wellbeing
Yorke et al. (2022) suggest that for some students the decision to cheat 
stems from anxiety and self-doubt about academic ability, possibly precipi-
tated by self-imposed or familial pressure to succeed (Rowland et  al., 
2018). Student X was failing at work because of a lack of foundational 
skills and knowledge stemming from their failure to meet the learning 
objectives in university due to outsourcing their disciplinary work. As a 
result, they felt a degraded sense of self-worth. Ironically, cheating was 
initially argued to improve self-worth with the aim of helping them to 
obtain good grades and a lucrative job. Feelings of self-worth may fluctu-
ate over time, making individuals potentially vulnerable to psychological 
issues such as depression (Crocker, 2002; Orth et  al., 2006; Tangney 
et al., 2011). In this case, it was difficult for Student X to anticipate this 
emotional consequence for their future self. Student X felt regret when 
they were contacted by the university about outsourcing their assessments 
and believed that had they not cheated they would be in a better position 
(Cowley, 2017; Taylor, 1996), with the skills to do their job.

Student X felt shame in the workplace when their colleagues became 
aware of their cheating behaviour at university, and then this shame 
extended into their personal life when they had to explain the situation to 
their partner and family (Poelmans et al., 2008). Shame is an emotion that 
tends to amplify if ignored (TED, 2011, 2012), an important data point 
to consider for our most vulnerable students.

Shame, guilt, and remorse are moral emotions (Taylor, 1996) that may 
have the potential to mediate behaviour. For instance, the fear of embar-
rassment or shame may deter certain behaviours (Cochran et al., 1999). 
Curtis et al. (2022) connect students’ anticipated shame and guilt with 
contract cheating intentions. For this reason, institutions have at times 
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considered naming and shaming offenders: “we should name and shame 
because that’s the best way to learn that there’s no fun in this and there’s 
no gain” (Matchett, 2020, para. 2). This deterrence strategy is not with-
out risks given the ethical considerations related to the privacy and rights 
of students. We also note the social and emotional consequences of public 
shaming outlined in Ronson (2015).

 Reputation
The literature on contract cheating emphasises the damage that can be 
wrought on the higher education sector. The MyMaster issue exposed 
several universities whose students engaged in contract cheating, leading 
to intervention from the Australian Tertiary Education Quality and 
Standards Agency (TEQSA; Bretag et al., 2019a; Visentin, 2015).

However, with the exception of Pitt et al. (2020), the majority of stud-
ies have focused on aspects other than the personal impact of cheating on 
the individual student. According to Raub and Weesie (1990), reputation 
is defined through past behaviour: it is contingent on the perceptions and 
judgements of those around us and is socially mediated (Emler, 1990). 
Put simply, our behaviour affects how others perceive us and their judge-
ments are made based on these perceptions.

Gilmore (2009) asserted that “plagiarism makes an announcement to 
the world” (p. 36), showing that reputational consequences of plagiarism 
increase in severity with academic level (Table 16.1).

Being caught for contract cheating sends a strong message to a stu-
dent’s immediate social circle, family, and teachers, suggesting that Student 

Table 16.1 Consequences of plagiarism in relation to age, reproduced from 
Gilmore (2009)

Grade level Consequences of plagiarism

Below 6th grade Discussion, correction
6–8 Correction, rewriting
9–10 Correction, rewriting, grade penalties
11–12 Rewriting, failure on the assignment
College 
undergraduate

Rewriting, failure (assignment or course), expulsion

Graduate student Expulsion
Professional Loss of job/contract, legal penalties, loss of professional 

reputation
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X may behave unethically and dishonestly. Pitt et al. (2020) have shown 
that students who have endured disciplinary action for contract cheating 
do not emerge unscathed, highlighting themes of reputational damage 
and rumours leading to stress and anxiety as their peers and teachers per-
ceived them differently once they were caught. Students continuing with 
study felt less respected by their peers and teachers (Pitt et al., 2020).

 Future Prospects
Universities treat contract cheating as a serious event and the academic 
consequences that students experience for a breach can be detrimental to 
their professional futures. Academic misconduct may bar progression into 
fields where honesty and integrity are professional obligations, including 
law (Bieliauskaitė, 2014), social work (Saunders, 1993), and nursing 
(Fontana, 2009). A record of misconduct may narrow career pathways for 
students.

Student X was caught for contract cheating at a life stage where their 
onward career choices arguably would be the narrowest, as they were 
already qualified in a specific field. Their professional reputation was dam-
aged by poor performance at work, and being investigated for contract 
cheating had led other colleagues and their supervisor to doubt their cred-
ibility. Student X was viewed through the lens of their past behaviour, 
which resulted in negative perceptions of their character and values. 
Student X’s professional future was potentially in jeopardy, especially if 
there was a university decision to rescind the degree, as this would leave 
them without a formal tertiary qualification having entered a profession 
that depended upon it.

Academic Consequences

Academic consequences of cheating include risks of failure to acquire 
learning outcomes, disciplinary action, and the need to repeat enrolments 
(Fig. 16.2).

 Learning Objectives
The value of tertiary education can be understood on both macro and 
micro levels. At a macro level, tertiary education shapes our socio- 
economic world (Salmi et al., 2002). On a micro level, a tertiary qualifica-
tion carries personal benefits as it can provide broader access to job 
opportunities and the ability to earn an income that can support other life 
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goals (Rose, 2013). If the skills and knowledge derived from learning are 
framed as the currency needed for future success, then contract cheating 
undermines both macro and micro levels.

A fixed mindset of I must get a high grade at any cost may lead to inap-
propriate behaviour prioritising grade success over learning. On the other 
hand, students with a growth mindset, “who believe their talents can be 
developed (through hard work, good strategies and input from others)” 
(Dweck, 2016, para. 2), are less likely to be involved in cheating than stu-
dents with a fixed mindset who focus on success at all costs (Thomas, 
2017; Yu et al., 2021). This suggests that an emphasis on learning within 
a growth mindset is a key component to combatting contract cheating.

 Disciplinary Action
Outcomes and penalties for contract cheating cases vary based on the 
nature of academic integrity breach (TEQSA, 2017). However, common 
academic consequences for incidents of contact cheating include formal 
warnings, failing a unit, requirements to repeat units, being suspended, 
being expelled or excluded from university, or having a degree rescinded 
(Curtin University, 2020b; Griffith University, 2020; University of 
Sydney, 2020).

Pitt et  al. (2020) argue that disciplinary action related to contract 
cheating can be regarded as one of “the most challenging experience[s] of 
the student’s life” (p. 663) and that students in their study generally man-
aged the stress and financial implications of the situation in isolation with-
out disclosing the incident to their family. Therefore, disciplinary action 
has consequences for the social and emotional wellbeing sub-category 
located under personal consequences (Fig.  16.2), as well as potential 
financial consequences from requirements to repeat unit enrolments as 
discussed in the next section.

Financial Consequences

This category included consequences associated with outsourcing work, 
repeated enrolments, and extortion (Fig. 16.2).

 Direct Outsourcing Costs
Student X experienced direct costs of purchasing assessments and hiring 
impersonators to sit examinations. Using data analysed from Twitter, 
Amigud and Lancaster (2020) found that students in the United States 
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are willing to pay approximately US$33.32 per 1000 words for a typical 
contracted assessment such as an essay, but the costs are much higher if 
impersonators are involved. We note that impersonation costs are likely to 
be much higher for face-to-face or remote invigilated examinations, com-
pared to non-invigilated online alternatives such as electronic tests and 
quizzes.

 Repeated Enrolment
There are financial implications if a student is required to repeat an affected 
programme or unit. Pitt et  al. (2020) describe the impacts of financial 
costs experienced by two students. Both were too ashamed to tell their 
families that they had to repeat their studies, and they had to save for a 
considerable amount of time (months) to be able to afford the approxi-
mately US$3000 cost to retake the unit after a determination of contract 
cheating.

 Extortion
Student X’s predicament worsened when the contract cheating website 
attempted to extort money long after they had completed their initial 
financial transaction. Extortion is “antagonistic with one party benefitting 
at the expense of the other” (Khalil et  al., 2010, p. 180). Extortion in 
contract cheating gained prominence in Australia in 2018 when TEQSA 
reported that contract cheating websites were attempting to extort stu-
dents who had previously used their services (Ross, 2018). Heightened 
concerns about contract cheating led to the passing of the TEQSA 
Amendment—Prohibiting Academic Cheating Services Bill 2019 which 
makes “providing and advertising academic cheating services subject to 
offences and civil penalty provisions under the TEQSA Act” (Ferguson, 
2019, p. 3).

In a study of 587 Australian students, Yorke et al. (2022) subsequently 
reported that only 8.2% (n = 48) had heard of contract cheating-related 
extortion, indicating that students were largely unaware of this possibility. 
When asked how they would manage being extorted in this way, 27.4% 
(n = 161) reported that “they would do nothing and hope that the con-
tract cheating service would not follow through with the threat” (Yorke 
et al., 2022, p. 8); much like Student X.
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Other Consequences

Contract cheating students may be subjected to costs associated with fines 
and legal proceedings (Draper & Newton, 2017). According to Steel 
(2017), students could potentially be criminally prosecuted for fraud, 
forgery, and conspiracy to defraud due to contract cheating. The costs of 
legal representation can be substantial.

How Can HEIs Help Prevent These Consequences?

Researchers have identified some complex and variable drivers that lead to 
cheating behaviour (Amigud & Lancaster, 2019; Franklyn-Stokes & 
Newstead, 1995; McCabe et  al., 1999). Rowland et  al. (2018) sum-
marised these as “academic, societal, family and/or intrinsic pressures to 
succeed, high stress levels, the wish to ‘help a friend’, time, peer pressure, 
fear of failure, laziness, unpreparedness, apathy and the sense that ‘every-
body does it’” (p. 653). Figure 16.1 illustrates that some of the reasons for 
outsourcing were related to stress and lack of time, convenience of out-
sourcing, self-doubt and fear of failure, and pursuit of a high grade. Within 
this complex and multifaceted terrain, what possibilities should institu-
tions consider?

Culture of Academic Integrity and Support Services

A student’s decision to cheat may be influenced within a supportive insti-
tutional culture that values academic integrity in conjunction with mecha-
nisms that make it difficult for students to contract cheat. Policy frameworks 
and good practices have been discussed at length in Bretag et al. (2011), 
Bretag and Mahmud (2016), TEQSA (2017), and Morris (2018). 
Initiatives that destigmatise the process of asking for help may encourage 
a more open discourse around the pressures of university life.

Student educational programmes that open a dialogue about the poten-
tial complexity and pitfalls of contract cheating represent another avenue 
worth pursuing. For some, the decision to cheat is a moral one; for others, 
it may be risk-based. Raised awareness of risks may be helpful, given that 
50% of students that initially chose to contract cheat in a hypothetical sce-
nario changed their decision after risks of extortion were introduced 
(Yorke et al., 2022).
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Campus campaigns have been successful in increasing student aware-
ness about contract cheating (Khan et al., 2020). Media-rich campaigns 
and initiatives using comic strips to succinctly disseminate information 
about contract cheating can be engaging and informative (Charles Darwin 
University, 2020; Curtin University, 2020a). Peer-to-peer learning and 
mentoring from recently graduated students through social media have 
also been successful in raising awareness on contract cheating (Khan 
et al., 2020).

Undetected cheating can lead to resentment from students that are 
doing the work themselves. Whilst detection of contract cheating can be 
difficult, Dawson and Sutherland-Smith (2018) have shown that staff can 
more reliably detect contract cheating if provided with suitable guidance. 
Harper et al. (2019) suggest that the teaching and learning environment 
and supportive collegial relationships between educators and students are 
critical components that are necessary if contract cheating is to be 
addressed.

Assessment Design

Although contested, so-called authentic assessment approaches have been 
seen to improve academic integrity (Bretag et al., 2019b). However, most 
assessments can be readily outsourced (Ellis et al., 2020). This suggests 
that what is needed is more effective assessment design strategies that sup-
port integrity from multiple angles.

Baird and Clare (2017) provide a helpful synopsis of potential strategies 
that may alter the cheating dynamic so that the risk and effort involved 
with cheating is costlier than the potential benefits. Potential strategies 
include using anonymous feedback forums so students have a method for 
reporting cheating behaviour; creating more individualised assessments; 
providing opportunities for formative assessment practice; teaching tar-
geted academic misconduct information to students; ensuring educators 
are taught academic integrity concepts and how to identify misconduct; 
avoiding assessment reuse; and most importantly implementing multiple 
interventions in conjunction (Baird & Clare, 2017).
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concluSion

The diverse consequences of contract cheating have been explored within 
our scenario, identifying personal, academic, financial, and other risks to 
students. At a broader level, unskilled graduates create reputation risks to 
institutions and the sector, highlighting the importance of quality assur-
ance mechanisms for HEIs (Sutherland-Smith & Dullaghan, 2019).

At an institutional level, staff professional development activities could 
improve the awareness and detection of contract cheating. At a course 
level, coordinators should foster a consistent approach to academic integ-
rity and its connection to employability. Within units, assessment 
approaches should consider academic integrity risks from the outset in 
terms of assessment design.

We recognise that students often face difficult life choices, given the 
stresses of university and personal life. Some of the approaches we have 
outlined have the potential to be transformative. Given that the costs and 
consequences of contract cheating can be literally extortionate, such trans-
formation is sorely needed.
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CHAPTER 17

The Rise of Contract Cheating in Graduate 
Education

Ceceilia Parnther

IntroductIon

Contract cheating and other forms of academic misconduct appear to be 
on the rise (Newton, 2018; Rigby et al., 2015). Over the last 15 years, 
research in the area has expanded from an initial definition of contracted 
cheating based on findings from a computer science study (Clarke & 
Lancaster, 2006) to an area of study including contract cheating in the 
context of most academic disciplines and assignments. A more recent defi-
nition of the phenomenon is provided by Draper and Newton (2017) as 
“a basic relationship between three actors: a student, their university, and 
a third party who completes assessments for the former to be submitted to 
the latter, but whose input is not permitted” (p. 1). Contract cheating 
represents a billion-dollar industry (BBC, 2019) and continues to expand. 
In a study of 130 contract cheating sites, Ellis et al. (2018) identified the 
practice’s primary business models. The study finds three models: 
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freelance writers, the academic custom writing business owner, and master 
site owners. The models build on one another, increasing infrastructure 
and distributing revenue as companies combine the models.

Although most research describes undergraduates who engage in con-
tract cheating, graduate students are also targeted by contract cheating 
marketing efforts, often thesis and dissertation writing. Russian media 
reports suggest essay mills were used in up to 10,000, or the equivalent of 
two-thirds of all dissertations conferred in 2006. In a study identifying the 
prevalence of contract cheating, Harper et  al. (2021) found that text- 
based assignments were the top eight most frequently detected forms. The 
authors surmised that many elements of graduate study, such as research 
development, annotated bibliographies/literature reviews, research pro-
posals, theses, and dissertations, are text-based.

Graduate students are a rising, sought-after subsection of higher educa-
tion and the contract cheating customer base. Unfortunately, factors 
including an increase in a customer-driven higher education system 
(Guilbault, 2018) represent a diminishing return on investment. 
Furthermore, marketing that appeals to students disappointed in the grad-
uate school experience makes graduate education susceptible to predatory 
markets (Newton, 2018). This chapter provides an overview of contract 
cheating related to graduate students, the rise of dissertation and thesis 
services in the contract cheating industry, and the risks these pose to grad-
uate students. Implications and discussion conclude the chapter.

Graduate Students and Contract Cheating

Graduate students are a rising population (Higher Education Statistics 
Agency, 2022). Given a need for a highly skilled workforce, these creden-
tials are desirable during economic downturns. Graduate education may 
also serve as a financial safety net for institutions with declining under-
graduate enrolment, the value of graduate students who provide institu-
tional labour, and the increase of working professionals seeking promotions 
or career changes (Paris, 2021). As a result, graduate programmes will 
continue to grow (Paris, 2021). In some cases, institutions struggle to 
support student populations with increasingly diverse needs. El Alfy and 
Abukari (2020) identify student support as service quality dimensions. 
Supports include academic services (course-related and instructor-related), 
administrative services, academic facilities (library and education technol-
ogy), and student service resources. El Alfy and Abukari (2020) describe 
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the challenge of increased admissions and perceptions of service quality in 
a qualitative study of students, administrators, faculty, and staff warning 
that increasing access through holistic admissions without refining services 
quality measures, such as tutoring or technological resources, presents 
challenges and erodes trust.

Graduate students may return to school with additional personal and 
professional responsibilities that challenge classroom engagement. 
Graduate student development literature indicates that students seek 
direct feedback, instruction, and relevant connections to their fields of 
interest or aspiration. Knowles et al. (2015) describe the adult learner as 
someone who needs to know what is expected, what will be assessed, and 
how the work relates to their needs and desires using the concept of andra-
gogy. As outlined in practice, graduate students seek respect for their for-
mer experiences, personal lives, and time commitments. Nebulous 
concepts may prove incredibly challenging for graduate students with 
diverse educational experiences. Graduate students are more likely to suc-
ceed when approaches are personalised rather than standardised ones. 
However, research indicates that graduate students who feel disconnected 
from faculty or advisers may experience anxiety, stress, and dissatisfaction 
(Ballantine & Jolly-Ballantine, 2015). Merç (2016) describes the height-
ened anxiety associated with writing expectations of research findings, the-
sis, and dissertation writing common in graduate studies. In addition, 
students may be more likely to experience dissatisfaction and decreased 
trust in the institution (Newton & Lang, 2016). This may represent a 
threat to the perceived value of graduate education. These factors make 
the graduate student population especially susceptible to contract cheat-
ing. Contract cheating companies are methodical in their approaches to 
reaching students. Rowland et al. (2018) identified persuasive word pat-
terns in a website study of contract cheating providers. Terms related to 
dishonesty and integrity were omitted. At the same time, persuasive words 
and phrases related to customer service, quality, and security were promi-
nent. The study described both evidence that reassurance and problem 
resolution strategies are used as efforts to entice students.

Doctoral contract cheating is on the rise, and seeking contract cheating 
services has also increased (Amigud & Lancaster, 2020; Rigby et  al., 
2015). Google trend data shows that as of October 2021, the search term 
dissertation/thesis writing service and dissertations/thesis ghostwriting is at 
peak popularity or 100%. The same term was at 33% in 2016 (www.trends.
google.com, 2022).
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Industry Marketing

In response to increased demand for cheating services, the contract cheat-
ing market response is personalised to service the needs of graduate stu-
dent writers. Companies craft advertisements appealing to the real 
challenges inherent in the expectations of graduate-level academic writing. 
A literature review by Kelly and Stevenson (2021) found themes related to 
the challenges doctoral students face, including “balancing work and per-
sonal life,” “the complexity of doctoral academic writing,” “self-efficacy,” 
and “academic career progression” (pp. 368–369). The study presented in 
this chapter aimed to understand how contract cheating companies mar-
ket services to graduate student writers in strategic response to unmet 
andragogical need, customer service orientation, and perceptions of blame 
that generate a neutralisation response concerning academic misconduct. 
Specifically, the study sought to explore the techniques and services offered 
to students writing dissertations and theses. Additionally, the study sought 
to understand the nature of the services offered, the unique efforts and 
characteristics used to appeal to the graduate student market, and the risks 
associated with contract cheating providers.

Method

Qualitative content analysis was used in this study; it is widely used in 
education research and is well suited to answer the research questions. In 
addition to describing the website contents, the method is valuable in 
understanding broad themes of a given unit of analysis. It may include 
visual, digital, and textual elements (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008). As is 
standard in qualitative content analysis, it was necessary to be intentional 
in data collection by (1) engaging with the data points, (2) developing and 
using a coding scheme, (3) organising codes into themes, and (4) defining 
and presenting findings while answering the research questions guiding 
the study (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008).

Data Collection

This study represents a review of active websites using the search terms 
dissertation coaching, dissertation tutoring, dissertation/thesis writing, and 
dissertation consulting appearing in Google, a search engine; Facebook, a 
social messaging system; Discord, an instant messaging and digital 
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distribution application; and Reddit, an online discussion forum. Website 
data were captured in Excel, with pictures of the live sites captured in 
screenshots and saved to a cloud-based storage system between 11/2/21 
and 11/12/21. Evidence of contract cheating was represented by lan-
guage offering the service, the presence of a payment area to purchase a 
dissertation, or a link to order a completed dissertation requiring a 
consultation.

Company websites were searched by landing page, about us page, and 
any subpages including specific evidence related to (1) tutoring or coach-
ing services, (2) academic misconduct, integrity, or plagiarism, (3) writing 
services offered, (4) service offerings that meet the definition of an evident 
or implied ability to engage in contract cheating, and (5) additional con-
tent related to graduate students. For clarity, editing, methodological con-
sulting, and coaching services were not included in this analysis in the 
absence of direct evidence of contract cheating. In addition, coaching and 
consulting services that specifically state they do not write content for 
students were excluded. Finally, data collection was delimited to website 
advertising specifically to graduate students for dissertations or theses.

Data Analysis

Deductive codes were informed by the principles of andragogy, the prac-
tice of adult learning (Knowles et al., 2015). These include Self-Concept, 
or how a student understands what they need to do (and how they need 
to do it) independently; Adult Learner Experience, or how a student can 
use their life experiences to make sense of new information; Readiness to 
Learn, or a student’s ability to fit learning into their full lives; Motivation 
to Learn, or a student’s internal desires and motivations; and Goal 
Orientation to Learning, or a student’s connection to problem-based 
learning. Ultimately, this theory guides four principles. First, adults see 
themselves as partners in learning and want to be involved; second, adult 
students rely heavily on personal experiences and those guide their 
approach to learning; third, adults prefer to learn concepts that are tied to 
their personal and professional interests; and fourth, within this contextu-
alisation, subject mastery for adult students most often comes from their 
ability to solve relevant problems.

The principles, guided by the theory, were chosen not to assign age 
attributes to graduate learners but to acknowledge that graduate students 
embody unique experiences, motivations, and responsibilities that require 
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the incorporation of students’ perspectives, experiences, and responsibili-
ties. This study includes concepts such as respect, life experience, and prac-
ticality. Additional emergent codes, informed by the websites themselves, 
included legality, quality, and help. In all, 65 codes were identified. First, 
pattern coding was completed by collapsing aligning codes, then by 
aspects of the sites, such as visual and textual advertising characteristics, 
evidence of audience, and contractual agreements. Advertising character-
istics were further explored, including positive and negative language. For 
example, language relating to career advancement was categorised as posi-
tive, whereas language related to unsupportive mentors was negative. 
Codes were also organised by responsibility. For example, services that 
“help” students who cannot grasp a specific concept versus services that 
describe themselves as filling the void of an inattentive or unsupportive 
faculty advisor. Second, cycle pattern coding continued until saturation.

FIndIngs

The websites or webpages included 102 websites, with 5 of these found 
through Reddit posts using the search terms listed in the r/assignmenthelp 
and r/essayhelp subreddits. Four were found through Discord (n = 1) and 
TikTok (n = 3). Finally, nine sites were found through Facebook groups 
using the same search terms. All of the sites contained text evidence of 
selling written dissertations and theses. The sites also refer to homework 
help, tutoring, and consulting.

On other sites, academic imagery, including subjects (individuals or 
animals) with glasses, textbooks, computers, and pieces of paper, repre-
sents scholarly activity. Images of success are depicted, replete with gradu-
ation caps, raised arms, and smiles. The imagery on the websites often 
depicts stressed students, frequently hunched over a computer, hands on 
their heads to depict a sense of frustration and helplessness. Contract 
cheating is heavily marketed as a solution.

Contract Cheating as a Solution to the Problems 
of Graduate Students

Students visiting these websites are invited through marketing to solve a 
problem. On every website, the dissertation/thesis is presented as a prob-
lem outside a student’s control, at times even an insurmountable goal. 
Graduate student challenges are addressed, specifically related to work and 
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family demands, the urgent need for a quality paper, time limitations, and 
the document’s importance. Solutions were presented to problems classi-
fied as being related to instruction, student challenges, time constraints, 
and the importance of the work.

Instruction was depicted as marginal, with the most frequent descrip-
tors related to the time and care faculty have for students. Examples of this 
include the following statements that are critical of professors and instruc-
tors “students pick just the worst instructor who keeps demanding impos-
sible things” (rush- my- essay.com). Another example describes the 
independent and sometimes isolating experience of graduate study: “These 
so-called external PhD students are not integrated into the academic com-
munity and generally receive much less intensive supervision by the super-
visor than students who attain their doctorates within the faculty” 
(dissertation- writingservice.com, 2022).

Additional language included critiques of expectations and support, 
including feedback “many professors do not provide constructive criticism 
of mistakes and even less corrections for those mistakes” (academicre-
searchandwriting.com) and suggesting that the expectation of research 
papers is an outdated concept. “The old-fashioned education system that 
refuses to acknowledge that the times have changed and that essays are no 
longer the best way to gauge knowledge and understanding” (smartas-
signmenthelp.com).

In both instances exemplified here, the solution providers pose is to 
circumvent the faculty or institutional relationship by using contract cheat-
ing services, relying on “experts” who have experience navigating the pro-
cess. The companies make attempts first to capitalise on the fear and 
anxiety of struggling students. The design of the websites also appeals to 
a student’s sense of helplessness rooted in their abilities. Specifically, the 
sites speak to loneliness, overwhelming, and despair. One site, speaking to 
all of these, presents the dissertation or theses as insurmountable, adding 
“accompanied by the long process of planning, research, and writing—it’s 
possible that they don’t have enough time to accomplish all their tasks. 
This throws many students in despair” (studybay.com).

This is presented as a type of commiseration or understanding. Once 
again, the companies presenting a solution to these negative feelings fol-
low a prescriptive approach to comfort the student and remove personal 
responsibility. One such statement attempts to comfort students in distress 
“there is no need to panic! Would you believe it is easy to get help from a 

17 THE RISE OF CONTRACT CHEATING IN GRADUATE EDUCATION 

http://www.rush-my-essay.com/
https://dissertation-writingservice.com/
http://academicresearchandwriting.com
http://academicresearchandwriting.com
http://smartassignmenthelp.com
http://smartassignmenthelp.com
https://studybay.com


258

team of professional dissertation writers who specialise in your field?” 
(papersowl.com).

By providing comfort, the reader may feel that contract cheating pro-
vides a solution to the problem. Relatedly, assurances that the service will 
alleviate the concerns around instruction, relevance, and knowledge are 
reviled with language directly addressing the above-mentioned issues. 
Specifically, the services’ knowledge, experience, and understanding act as 
a solution to the concerns rooted in misunderstanding and inadequate 
supervision. The sites suggest that these services may also provide the 
boost needed to succeed and perhaps enhance the writing process.

• Our writers know what your professors are looking for—they will 
produce you a legit, custom dissertation that is unique to your 
requirements (academized.com).

• We thus close the gap resulting from the lack of or insufficient 
 supervision by the university and can help overcome certain types of 
writer’s block or to clarify specific questions (dissertation- 
writingservice.com).

• We only work with highly qualified writers who are working or have 
been employed in the academic field and therefore know exactly 
what is important when writing a dissertation (dissertation- 
writingservice.com).

Reassurances of the providers’ skill and efficiency are evident and appear 
multiple times on the websites. While the websites frame the problems 
plaguing graduate students as instruction and support, contract cheating 
services are presented as help, assistance, and support to struggling stu-
dents. Additional challenges impacting the student experience directly 
align with the needs of graduate students. The sample showed concerns 
commonly referenced for adult students, specifically time, additional pri-
orities, family obligations, and employment. As in the previous examples, 
the websites attempt to summarise the student experience. The sites appeal 
to the stress and helplessness students feel due to time constraints. 
Examples of this are clearly found on the home pages:

• Many graduate students have other full or part-time commitments 
(dissertation- writingservice.com).
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• Those who are exhausted after a long day at work often do not have 
the motivation and energy they need to work out profound scientific 
theories in the evening or at the weekend (thesiswritingservice.net).

• The deadline is nearing, and it seems more urgent to hand it in on 
time than to start over (academized.com).

The websites most often refer to time, providing quick service and shar-
ing options to speed up the process. Repeated indicators of this are found 
on the web pages and social media sites. A form requesting time require-
ments is listed on the overwhelming majority of the sites. In addition, 
chatbots ask about deadlines before providing quotes. Finally, in the nar-
rative sections of the website, information reminds the reader of the prob-
lem. Examples of that include the following language:

• answer few questions about your assignment and deadlines to ensure 
that you’ll get the perfect assignment right on time (kiwipapers.com).

• comprehensive service in a discrete, fast, and personalised manner 
(optimumresearchconsulting.com).

Service continued to be a demonstrated priority for the companies. 
Despite offering services that violate academic integrity, a significant 
amount of energy is spent ensuring potential customers of service, satisfac-
tion, and potential rewards.

Contract Cheating as Performative Customer Service

Customer service is an integrated feature on nearly all (N = 97) websites. 
Chatbots welcome visitors to the screen within seconds of opening the 
homepage. Contact information in the form of a pop-up is a regular fea-
ture on the sites. Discounts with countdowns are prominently displayed, 
and “as low as” language is displayed to indicate low rates. While one site 
offers introductory rates as low as US$7 per page, the average advertised 
rate was approximately $13. Several sites note the importance of higher- 
quality work submitted for a graduate degree. Despite this, quotes for 
150-page dissertations using a timeline of over 30 days resulted in quotes 
from US$3052 to US$6000. Additional discounts were offered in 
exchange for activities demonstrating interest, such as accepting cookies, 
adding an email address, or for repeat customers as an affiliate or loyalty 
bonus. Multiple revisions were a common feature across the sample. 
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Additional features included an almost universal 24/7 customer service 
claim, and most included assurances of confidentiality and a refund policy, 
as noted by when describing their services, “This personalised approach to 
dissertation assistance guarantees that you’ll have one individual working 
with you throughout the process so that you can feel confident that our 
assistance will be tailored to your specific needs and preferences at every 
stage” (dissertation- editor.com).

The majority of the sites disparage the potential quality of alternative 
contract cheating providers, describing poor work, including grammatical 
and plagiarism errors. The websites warn of wasted money, poor service, 
and general dissatisfaction. The providers attempt to assuage concern 
about these problems with premium or add-on services. Plagiarism check-
ing, writers described as experts with a related degree, and fast turnarounds 
were offered as premium options at varying price points.

Contract Cheating and the Perception of Expertise

While many websites were clear about their services, notable sites were 
included that initially appeared to be dissertation support and editing 
sites. These sites focused exclusively on the challenges, some even offering 
skill-building and support. For example, the mission statement of one 
company includes language on the advancement and promotion of aca-
demic and professional excellence, continuous learning, and development. 
Websites (N  =  65) included overviews of each section of the 
dissertation/thesis process, including tips for each section and defence. In 
each case, these overviews were written as blog posts designed to appear 
scholarly, with information spanning from dedicated pages to each section 
of the traditional dissertation or thesis format to one-sentence summaries. 
On six web pages, downloadable dissertation guides were available.

The websites made promises to potential clients of access and satisfac-
tion, including providing quality “nothing but exceptional top-quality 
work” (thewritingplanet.com), authenticity, for example, a “guarantee 
that all work delivered is completely original and unique” (collegeessay.
org), and messaging ensuring that contracted writers will work tirelessly to 
alleviate pressure for busy students, stating “we work around the clock so 
that you don’t have to…we can complete all coursework in an effective 
and efficient manner such that you are—cleared to begin your dissertation 
project” (approvalreadyconsulting.com).
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By framing customer service as quality, the contract cheating providers 
attempt to distance themselves from the behaviour itself, positioning the 
student as a customer deserving a quality product provided by an expert. 
The language used throughout the websites focused on assurances of 
expertise, an interesting finding given that none of the sites limited the 
academic focus of the services they provide. A few sites presented them-
selves as consultants and coaches, despite clearly indicating they would 
write entire dissertations and theses for a fee. The companies suggest they 
have writers uniquely capable of writing a dissertation that represents the 
culmination of a degree programme. The websites include language 
around freelance expertise. These include describing training and certifica-
tion when describing the writers. Most companies include mentions of 
English proficiency, PhDs, professional writers, certification programmes, 
and highly rated writers.

The websites reviewed were mixed in terms of the customers’ ability to 
choose a writer. As related to graduate students, emphasis was placed on 
the experience of writers who develop dissertations and theses. The web-
sites included language speaking to the significance of the writing and the 
importance of hiring highly skilled professionals. Premium services also 
included writers who were degree holders from highly selective institu-
tions. There were clear differences in the marketing of essay services for 
undergraduate students, with language focused on low cost and time, 
compared to graduate students focused on investment and quality. The 
price points, based on page number, bear out that point. Graduate stu-
dents were advised to request services in advance to ensure the “expert” 
had time to prepare the manuscript adequately. Contract cheating provid-
ers also suggest that they are highly familiar with national and state laws 
around dissertation and thesis writing services. In two cases, Australian 
students were forbidden from using the website.

Many of the websites in the study assure students that purchasing a dis-
sertation or thesis is a legal activity. To illustrate this, the companies include 
sections related to academic integrity, plagiarism, and legality. Examples of 
this language include statements falsely denying legal risks. In one exam-
ple, Essaybox.org describes the service as assistance, stating, “paying pro-
fessional essay writers to write your essay is not illegal. It does not mean 
that you are cheating with the education system or doing academic cheat-
ing. It only means that you are trying to get help” (essaybox.org). The site 
goes on to explain their position, arguing that “taking help from the dis-
sertation writing service is not illegal and cheating because our company 
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offers 100 percent legal and legitimate work.” In another instance, shark-
papers.com suggests that only papers with evidence of detected plagiarism 
are illegal, stating, “Working with a custom writing service or paying an 
essay writer becomes illegal when the writer is inexperienced and knows 
nothing about your course.” The site goes on to list tools used to plagia-
rise, including recycling older papers and using content spinners as illegal 
actions. Despite these assurances, the websites carefully use language to 
describe property rights and liability.

Contract Cheating and Legal Issues

In language related to sales, the suggestion is that student customers own 
the papers they are purchasing and that any material they submit to be 
reviewed is theirs as well. This language represents a significant disconnect 
with the language used in the terms and conditions. While the language 
that suggests a guarantee of success, approval, and graduation, the terms 
and conditions, terms of use, and legal pages associated with most sites 
(N = 78) referred to the resulting deliverable as a document for research 
purposes only. While these were not uniquely linked to graduate students, 
the language made clear that companies were not responsible for the qual-
ity of the content. Language in these policies expressly included plagiarism 
and grammatical errors. The companies also indemnify themselves against 
all consequences related to misrepresentation of the work as the student’s 
own. The language included in the vast majority of the terms and condi-
tions suggested that the purchase of a dissertation or thesis was actually 
the purchase of a research or academic resource and should only be used 
as such. Some policies clearly state students should not alter the document 
in any way, including using the content in whole or part or placing their 
own names on the purchased document. Examples of these were found to 
clearly list these limitations:

• You cannot put your name on the completed Product. The Products 
delivered by our Company are for research and reference purposes 
only (anywritinghelp.com).

• We will not be held accountable if such unethical and illegal use of 
Our Products and Website content occurs (thecollegehawk.com).

• You can use our documents as a model to create your own piece of 
writing based on provided research results and using the documents 
as a motivation (essaywave.com).
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Policies on the websites described academic integrity and academic 
honour as principles the companies uphold. An honour code on one web-
site reads: “Essay Pro does not appreciate and will not engage in any type 
of academic dishonesty, nor facilitate cheating, the commitment of fraud, 
and the obtaining of unearned grades or degrees” (EssayPro.com).

The companies do not consider themselves responsible for the actions 
of freelance writers or third parties. In fact, the legal terms on almost all of 
the websites that include terms and conditions state the company has the 
right to keep and share personal information as necessary. The language 
contradicts the sales claims in price, use, and quality. The following lan-
guage illustrates several points. First, the papers are not meant to be sub-
mitted to an educational institution, “the Paper is not to be used for 
obtaining any mark, grade or any achievement in any way connected with 
academics” (valiantwriters.com). Second, purchased papers are considered 
reference material “for investigation, quotation purposes, and/or to 
enable you to see how to correctly complete an assignment” (tamerare-
search.com). Third, after using the referenced resource, the paper will be 
destroyed, “you agree to destroy any, and all delivered Products from the 
Company after Your research/reference purposes for the paper have been 
met” (writepaper.com). And fourth, prices are subject to change, even 
after the initial agreement, “We personally can decide that a different price 
is required for your Order than the one specified, we will notify you about 
it and offer a different fee” (fusionessay.com).

The companies, not the author or purchaser, retain clear rights to the 
purchased material. This position does not align with the common expec-
tation that universities endorse a dissertation or thesis as an independently 
written and published work. In addition, the review of the terms and con-
ditions demands the customer relinquish a right to privacy and ownership 
of any written material submitted to the website (or website affiliate links) 
for informational purposes. Further, ownership is a complicated maze 
involving the website entity, the larger company, and most often, a free-
lance writer. For example, language separates the website from the service, 
such as “this website is developed and advertised by affiliated partners 
working as independent contractors under the terms of an affiliate pro-
gram” (justdomyessay.com).

The review of the Terms and Conditions indicates that a smaller number 
of private limited content management companies own nearly all of the 
sites, despite the countries they market to. The companies in this study are 
located in the United States, the United Kingdom, and outlying 
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territories, Cyprus, and Bulgaria. On Facebook, there is also a presence of 
companies with holdings in Malaysia, Pakistan, and the Philippines. 
However, most of the companies maintain ownership of the contracted 
work, as stated in the following intellectual property statement from writ-
ersscholar.com (2022):

all exclusive material intellectual property rights for all Samples and any 
other intellectual property objects created in the process of cooperation with 
the Company shall belong to the Company in full scope, including but not 
limited to: the right to use, possess and dispose of the sample, and all previ-
ously submitted Sample projects of Writers, in any tangible medium of 
expression, now known or later developed, from which it can be perceived, 
reproduced, or otherwise communicated, either directly or with the aid of a 
machine or device, including without limitation the rights to archive, repub-
lish, edit, repackage or revise any intellectual property object in any manner 
as the Company sees fit.

dIscussIon

In a review of dissertation services, providers appeal to the emotions of 
stressed and frustrated students. The contract cheating business models 
identified by Ellis et al. (2018) are evident in the present study. Design 
features, terms, and conditions with shell company names, and promises 
of personalisation provide evidence. As related to andragogy, the compa-
nies appeal to the real worry and fear students are experiencing. Rather 
than describing abstract concepts, the companies identify problems and 
offer immediate solutions. Unfortunately, the balm they offer comes in 
the form of an excuse. Rather than acknowledging the consequence of not 
asking for help or waiting until the last minute, the discourse is framed to 
solely blame the institution or faculty member. Prior research on academic 
misconduct describes the phenomenon of misplaced responsibility as a 
justification for misconduct using neutralisation theory (Makarova, 2019; 
Sykes & Matza, 1957).

The contract cheating model prioritises immediate interaction and ser-
vice through chatbots, email forms, and phone calls. Aligning with 
Rowland et al. (2018), companies present themselves as a solution to the 
problems students face, frequently referencing busy schedules, customer 
service, and convenience, important considerations often ignored in tradi-
tional academic settings. Likewise, andragogical approaches may also 
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appeal to graduate students. Students may find consolation in website lan-
guage. Content that focuses on achieving milestones and intrinsic motiva-
tors, including grades, degrees, and defences, represents opportunities for 
career advancement or a faster time to degree.

Additionally, graduate students may value being viewed as a customer, 
with experts waiting to serve and support them, further rationalising con-
tract cheating as an outsourced service needed for success. Professional 
writers, time savings, and an investment rationalised as aligning with the 
importance of the project are intentional strategies used throughout the 
websites. In addition, graduate students find appeal in choosing the topic, 
the expert, and the company that will assist them. Capitalising on this, 
contract cheating companies begin interactions by asking the student what 
they need instead of leading with what they provide, besides the obvious. 
Reviews, pictures of writers, credentials, specific disciplines, and disserta-
tion titles all aid in personalisation. Some specifically target the rapidly 
growing online degree market, describing their services as personalised 
and one-on-one.

Implications

Contract cheating for graduate students represents a significant threat to 
academic integrity, particularly in writing dissertations and thesis projects. 
Companies are agile and intentional in their approaches. Students may 
choose to engage in misconduct without fully understanding the conse-
quences of their actions (Ellis et al., 2018). Perhaps more important is the 
fundamental disadvantage of misrepresenting their expertise. If the prac-
tice continues to grow, it will represent a much larger share of the early 
career research and development in college. Beyond this, students will not 
demonstrate their expertise, a skill often necessary in leadership and 
research positions. As previous research warns, faculty and graduate stu-
dent research advisors should be aware of these websites and explain the 
model and the pitfalls of contract cheating to students (Ellis et al., 2018).

For students with limited social capital or experience with graduate 
study, these sites represent an especially significant risk. As participation in 
postgraduate education increases, the impasse between traditional under-
standings of what a student has been exposed to or has not continues to 
grow. Faculty and administrators should not assume that all students 
understand contract cheating, especially with website language painting 
institutions as adversarial and product ownership nebulous. This review 
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indicates that contract cheating companies continue to expand and per-
sonalise their services in response to student demand. These providers 
represent themselves as content management organisations, often using 
multiple names and likenesses under one company. The companies rely on 
freelancers to avail themselves of responsibility yet host the identity, pay-
ment, and intellectual property data of both writer and student.

In most cases, the limited ownership of the documents may represent 
additional legal risks for any student choosing to misrepresent work as 
their own. The companies expressly warn of these risks, although students 
do not immediately see the terms and conditions associated with their 
actions. The details of the contract are not located easily. In addition, the 
rise in contract cheating providers’ uses of alternative social media plat-
forms further obscures the terms and conditions.

Becoming aware of the language on contract cheating sites allows 
instructors and graduate supervisors to be responsive by offering support-
ive alternatives. Interventions may include scaffolding the dissertation into 
smaller sections, expanding and differentiating academic supports based 
on student concerns and skill levels, writing supports, and demystifying 
the process to remove the fear and unknown. For example, inviting stu-
dents to attend dissertation defences, providing exemplar materials, writ-
ing communities, and offering peer mentorship from recent alumni may 
offer students alternatives.

A larger conversation on dissertations and theses as a culminating 
assessment is also warranted. While the characteristics are field and 
institutional- specific, there is a case for critically reviewing the structure 
and intention of final assessments. The language used throughout the sites 
in this study demonstrates misunderstanding, frustration, fear, and help-
lessness with the process. Framing the utility of the culminating assess-
ment assigns value and understanding. For example, some disciplines have 
instituted the three-article dissertation research development and synthe-
sis utility. Students walk away with active manuscripts of publishable qual-
ity, and the required synthesis adds to the student’s ability to refine a 
research agenda. While this is not a one-size-fits-all solution, it offers an 
alternative for demonstrating understanding. Teaching and learning in 
graduate education are often collaborative; however, the process of dis-
sertation and thesis writing are independent endeavours. Most leaders and 
researchers rely on partnerships with others to address problems in research 
and practice. While individual competence is essential to demonstrate, 
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contract cheating is dependent on the fear and isolation normalised as part 
of the process.

Institutions responding to instances of contract cheating must contend 
with several issues. First is educating faculty, graduate research advisors, 
and students on the risks of contract cheating. Secondly, institutions 
should guide on how issues of contract cheating at the graduate level are 
handled, given the heightened expectations inherent in graduate work. 
This guidance should include instruction on managing the discovery of 
the content, addressing potential legal ramifications of the discovery, and 
addressing student responsibility. The response to each will determine the 
perceived severity of the action, a student’s level of culpability, and an 
institutional endorsement or rejection of academic misconduct. Graduate 
theses and dissertations are especially fraught with risk, as a university 
endorsement represents confirmation of authentic and original research. 
Finally, institutions that discover contracted student work have a responsi-
bility to address academic fraud and clearly state the consequences for 
these behaviours, including degree revocation.

Future research should consider how graduate students understand the 
purposeful marketing language and design used to promote contract 
cheating services. Research should include studies that measure student 
understanding of the risks, including, but not limited to, identity theft, 
bribery and extortion, academic misconduct charges, failing grades, and 
programme dismissal. Mapping the larger contract cheating companies to 
their smaller shell companies, ongoing work by others may provide a bet-
ter understanding of the landscape in the global marketplace. Lastly, a 
more extensive review of the terms and conditions, honour codes, and 
academic integrity policies on contract cheating websites may provide 
additional considerations for students considering using the services. The 
risks of outsourcing core competencies, including content, literature 
reviews, research design, and analysis, are substantial. Contract cheating 
threatens the trust necessary to develop a research or policy agenda. The 
services erode the ability to adequately assess preparation and refine teach-
ing and advising. On the other hand, the results represent meaningful 
opportunities to learn how contract cheating companies make sense of the 
struggles of disconnected, intrinsically motivated students. Students who 
are supported and engaged see independent research as an opportunity to 
engage in personally meaningful and creative pursuits. Instead, those 
using contract cheating services remove themselves from contributing and 
are also willing to risk their academic reputation and identity to gain a 
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credential. Educators should consider supporting students seeking mean-
ingful gains in leadership and research opportunities by educating gradu-
ate students on the risks of contract cheating, reconsidering traditional 
assessment practices, and addressing the detrimental factors to their 
experience.
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CHAPTER 18

Listening to Ghosts: A Qualitative Study 
of Narratives from Contract Cheating Writers 

from the 1930s Onwards

Sarah Elaine Eaton, Brenda M. Stoesz, and Josh Seeland

IntroductIon

Little is known about the individuals who supply services to the academic 
cheating industry. One of the best-known suppliers to the contract cheat-
ing industry is American, David (Dave) Tomar, who rose to fame in the 
2010s. Tomar first wrote about working for the contract cheating industry 
under the pseudonym “Ed Dante” in an exposé for The Chronicle of Higher 
Education (Dante, 2010). A few years later, Tomar revealed his identity, 
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writing a book about his experiences working for the industry (Tomar, 
2013). Although Tomar might have gained the most notoriety as a sup-
plier to the industry, by no means is he the only, nor the first, to write 
about his experiences. It has already been established that the commercial 
contract cheating industry, operating at scale, can be traced back to the 
1930s (see Benjamin, 1939; Buerger, 2002, Eaton, 2021).

In recent years, the mainstream media has reported on the contract 
cheating industry, spotlighting what it is like for individuals who work in 
it. Media reports often focus on non-white individuals, especially those 
from Kenya and other African or South Asian countries (see BBC, 2019; 
Kansara & Main, 2021; Simons, 2019; Sutherland, 2019). One media 
report claimed that “Kenya, which has large numbers of educated gradu-
ates but rampant unemployment, has established itself as the centre of the 
academic cheating universe” (Singh, 2021, n.p.). We urge caution against 
drawing conclusions that the industry is based mainly in Africa or South 
Asia, as this can lead to an assumption by those from Anglo-based coun-
tries that the contract cheating industry is located “elsewhere” and that 
those who supply services to it are “foreigners”. Such thinking can foster 
racial discrimination that is already entrenched in educational and societal 
contexts. Leask (2006) highlighted the ways in which educators and 
administrators often make assumptions about students who plagiarize, 
noting that “students from ‘other cultures’ are frequently highlighted as 
being perpetrators of this crime against the academic community of 
enlightened Western scholars” (p. 183). To some extent, this same bias is 
propagated by mainstream media when covering the academic outsourc-
ing industry, leading to an erroneous assumption that foreigners enable 
the corruption of the otherwise pristine Western systems of higher educa-
tion (HE). Our historical analysis of mainstream media and other sources 
dating back decades reveals that this is not necessarily the case, and that 
the educational community should be just as attentive to the probability 
that individual suppliers to the industry can be from Western, English- 
speaking countries.

Few empirical studies exist about individual contract cheating contrac-
tors, with some corroborating what has been highlighted in the media, 
and others that present a broader and more nuanced view of this complex 
industry. We offer the examples of studies conducted by Sivasubramaniam 
et al. (2016) and Lancaster (2019) to illustrate this point. Sivasubramaniam 
et al. (2016) conducted a qualitative study in which they interviewed ten 
writers whom they had recruited through Facebook. The suppliers had all 
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been international students educated in Western countries who returned 
to their (undisclosed) country of origin after their studies. Study partici-
pants had a minimum of a master’s degree in a variety of disciplines, with 
STEM fields being the most prominent. A key finding of this study was 
that interviewees had “a clear understanding of their work. They know 
how to justify their existence as well as sustain and grow their business” 
(p. 12). Suppliers also felt justified in their actions, positioning themselves 
as helping the students who paid for their services.

In another study, Lancaster (2019) analysed publicly available informa-
tion from 93 unique individuals supplying services through Fiverr.com, a 
micro-outsourcing site. Lancaster included nine non-mutually exclusive 
classifications of individuals who supply contract cheating services: (a) 
accidental writers; (b) business opportunists; (c) desperate individuals; (d) 
would-be academics; (e) internationally qualified academics; (f) career 
writers; (g) student peers; (h) previous graduates; and (i) family members 
and friends. Lancaster found that the top supplier had completed 716 
orders, noting that 12 individuals had each completed 100 or more assign-
ments, pointing to the likelihood that a small group of suppliers can pro-
duce high volumes of academic work. Although it was not possible to 
verify the writers’ country of origin for certain, Lancaster (2019) con-
cluded that the top countries were Kenya, the USA, and Pakistan.

Our study complements the existing body of literature by analysing the 
experiences of suppliers to the contract cheating industry either told 
through their own narratives or mediated through reporting conducted 
by others. In our chapter we focus on the individuals who work for the 
industry, rather than the companies themselves or the industry at large, as 
these aspects have already been covered in the literature (see Clarke & 
Lancaster, 2006; Draper & Newton, 2017; Ellis et al., 2018; Hersey and 
Lancaster 2015; Lancaster, 2016a, b; Lancaster & Clarke, 2014; Martin, 
1972b; Owings & Nelson, 2014; White, 2016). One aspect of our study 
that is unique, to the best of our knowledge, is that no previous research 
has systematically studied historical written accounts of individuals supply-
ing services to the contract cheating industry on a global scale. In this 
chapter we explore the lived experiences of these individuals as told in 
their own words or told to someone else.

We begin with a note about nomenclature. The term “ghostwriter” is 
used in both mainstream and research literature and may be the preferred 
term among those who supply services to the industry (see Sivasubramaniam 
et  al., 2016). However, academic integrity scholars (Bertram Gallant, 
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2016; Eaton, 2021) have objected to the use of this term on the grounds 
that ghostwriting is viewed as a legitimate profession and terms such as 
“ghostwriter” normalize the misconduct. Instead, we use the term “sup-
plier”, proposed by Eaton (2021), to attenuate the normalization of 
enabling academic misconduct and focus more on the transactional nature 
of the relationship between the student and the individual or organization 
supplying the contract cheating services. For a more robust discussion on 
the terminology, see Eaton (2021).

theory and Method

We conducted this study as a qualitative narrative inquiry following 
Clandinin’s (2006, 2007) notion that stories are pragmatic and ontologi-
cal artefacts. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) note that:

… narrative is both phenomenon and method. Narrative names the struc-
tured quality of experience to be studied, and it names the pattern of inquiry 
for its study. To preserve this distinction we use the reasonably well- 
established device of calling the phenomenon “story” and the inquiry “nar-
rative”. Thus, we say that people by nature lead storied lives and tell stories 
of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, collect and 
tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience. (p. 2)

For the purposes of this study, we focused on individual narratives from 
multiple individuals over time, as expressed in their mainstream media nar-
ratives. We subscribe to Dewey’s (1897) view that an individual is situated 
within a group to which one belongs. Narrative inquiry holds the “poten-
tial for making a contribution to the study of human life” (Clandinin, 
2006, p.  45). Through this study we aim to understand the stories of 
those who have lived experience supplying services to contract cheating 
companies. We have taken a morally agnostic stance on our work, and our 
intention is not to cast judgement on the individuals or the work they do, 
but rather to understand their lived experiences through their stories.

Data Sources

We selected accounts from individuals who have reported working as sup-
pliers to the contract cheating industry. Their accounts have been pub-
lished in newspapers, magazines, blogs, and books. We located these 
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sources in a variety of ways including searching the ProQuest Historical 
Newspaper databases available through a university library, as well as draw-
ing on contemporary news sources and books available to us. We consider 
primary sources to be those written by the suppliers themselves. We also 
consider secondary sources, which are accounts written by others based on 
interviews and conversations with the suppliers. We did not include 
sources written by those who had been interviewed by a contract cheating 
company for potential employment, but in the end did not work for them 
(see Boyd, 2016).

We do not claim to present an exhaustive selection of supplier accounts. 
Instead, we have endeavoured to locate as many primary and secondary 
source documents as possible. Unlike a systematic or scoping review, there 
is no easy way to find accounts written by suppliers to the contract cheat-
ing industry. This chapter is intended to provide a point of departure for 
continued dialogue rather than a conclusive set of generalizable findings. 
Because this study relies on published documents, no further permissions 
were required from our institutional research ethics boards. We were 
unable to test or verify the facts of the accounts and nor was this our pur-
pose. Our focus was to understand the lived experience of these individu-
als, through their own words, or the stories they shared with others.

results and dIscussIon

Our sources (N = 12) included both primary (n = 9) and secondary (n = 3) 
sources. We offer an overview of each source in Table 18.1 and we provide 
a deeper analysis of the stories, beginning with the primary sources, the 
stories written by suppliers in their own words, then moving into the sto-
ries as told by others, the secondary sources. We note that in our table, the 
term “author” is the person who wrote the story, which is not necessarily 
the same as the person whose story is told. We include the author in 
Table 18.1 for the purposes of locating the source documents in our refer-
ence list. We note there were more written accounts of lived experience 
writing for commercial academic outsourcing companies available since 
the turn of the millennium.

Use of Pseudonyms

Some individuals whose stories we included explicitly indicated they were 
using pseudonyms either when telling their own story (n = 6) or when 
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Table 18.1 Overview of sources

Type Author Date Pseudonym Academic background 
(self-identified)

Country of 
origin (self- 
identified/
implied)

Secondary Benjamin 1939 Yes Not indicated USA
Primary O’Toole 1974 Yes Liberal arts Canada
Primary Martin 1972a, 

b, c
Yes Not indicated USA

Primary Gray 1977 Not 
indicated

Liberal arts (history) 
and communications

USA

Primary Witherspoon 1995 Yes History and political 
science

USA

Primary Dante 2010 Yes Not indicated USA
Primary Tomar 2013 No Not indicated USA
Primary Mills 2017 Yes Not indicated UK
Secondary Simons 2019 No Computer science Kenya
Primary Anonymous 2021 Yes Liberal arts (English 

literature)
USA

Secondary CBC News 2021 Yes Not indicated Kenya
Primary Singh 2021 No English and business 

management
India

sharing it with someone else who wrote about their experiences (n = 2); 
and in one case we were unable to determine if the individual was using 
their real name or a pen name. Although we cannot speak to the motives 
that would lead someone to use a pseudonym, we note that “Dante” 
(2010), writing under a pseudonym, later revealed himself to be Tomar 
(2013). In cases where the gender of those recounting their story is indi-
cated, we have used pronouns corresponding to their gender. We have 
used the gender-neutral pronouns they/them if we were unable to ascer-
tain for certain the gender of the person.

Theme #1: Perceptions of Working for the Contract 
Cheating Industry

We found inconsistencies across individuals’ stories regarding their feel-
ings about working for the academic outsourcing industry, with reflec-
tions ranging from pride (Benjamin, 1939), to having no regrets 
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whatsoever (Tomar, 2013), to indifference (Anonymous, 2021), to shame 
(O’Toole, 1974; Witherspoon, 1995).

Benjamin (1939) describes “Mr. Smith”, the supplier he interviewed, 
as being “an amazing little man with a devastating self-confidence…. 
There’s precious little Smith doesn’t know, and absolutely nothing that 
stumps him” (p.  157). Benjamin notes that “Smith takes professional 
pride in giving a new slant to every assignment” (p. 158). Similar to Mr. 
Smith, Martin also operated his own business and supplied services him-
self. A self-professed former “teaching associate at ‘one of America’s best 
universities’ and a staff member at a ‘leading educational research insti-
tute’” (Martin, 1972a, p. 69), Martin wrote authoritatively about experi-
ence “gained first as a writer for three of the major Boston term paper 
companies, and later as president of the fourth” (p. 69). Martin (1972a) 
noted that his motivation for writing his three-part exposé in the Boston 
Globe was that stories written by others who did not work in industry 
“lacked preciseness” (p. 69) and he wanted to “set some facts straight” 
(p. 69). This points to Martin’s desire for readers to have accurate infor-
mation about the industry and demonstrated his confidence that he could 
provide that, based on his extensive first-hand experience.

In contrast, others (e.g., O’Toole, 1974; Witherspoon, 1995) described 
their work supplying services to the contract cheating industry as being 
the academic equivalent of working for the sex trade. O’Toole notes that 
within the contract cheating business model, it is the business owners, not 
the writers, who profit most from the work, “I know the whole business is 
dishonest and distasteful but I still get upset when conversation disparages 
the writers as money-grubbing sell-outs. People don’t seem to realize that 
the writer is the loser in the whole sorry enterprise but must prostitute his 
knowledge if he wants to survive” (O’Toole, 1974, p. 45). He lamented, 
“The whoredom of writing is really quite humiliating. When you walk into 
the essay bank’s office and exchange guilty glances with prospective buyers 
you must work up the gall to introduce your services (they may be bogus: 
nobody seemed eager to check my qualifications)” (O’Toole, 1974, 
p. 45). Similarly, Witherspoon (1995) opens her account by describing 
herself as “an academic call girl” (p. 45). She points that she can write on 
any variety of topics, saying, “The teaching assistants eat it up. I can do 
simple English or advanced jargon. Like other types of prostitutes, I am, 
professionally, very accommodating” (Witherspoon, 1995, p. 49).

These accounts of working for the contract cheating industry as being 
analogous to working in the sex trade industry may be shocking, and we 
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counter by recommending caution, since these suppliers made no claims 
of working in the sex trade industry themselves and as such, lack the expe-
riential knowledge to make accurate claims about the parallels they are 
drawing. O’Toole acknowledges that he did not enter the industry by 
force, saying instead that for some people, work in the contract cheating 
industry is preferable to less desirable jobs, such as washing dishes or 
working in the food processing industry. O’Toole noted, “I had already 
done my bit working in a fish packing plant for four years. Essay writing, 
at least allowed me the use of my mind” (p. 45).

Tomar (2013) describes himself this way: “I usually had weed resin 
under my fingernails. My hair hung down into my eyes. I was kind of 
grimy” (p. x). He goes on to describe himself as “a paper factory, a sweat-
shop of one, a warehouse of industrial machinery humming over an end-
less assembly line where the stack of incoming papers never gets smaller” 
(p. 2). Tomar expressed that he had no regrets, saying, “I have never felt 
guilty while doing this job” (p. 3). Addressing the reader directly he says, 
“Don’t flip through these pages searching for remorse. It isn’t there. But 
I have also not felt particularly proud. A writer does not aspire to this pro-
fession so that others can be praised (or ridiculed) for his work” (pp. 3–4). 
Of note here is that Tomar refers to working for the contract cheating 
industry as a “profession” (p. 4), a sentiment uttered decades earlier by 
“Mr. Smith” who described his “fields of work” (Benjamin, 1939, p. 158) 
covering a variety of academic disciplines.

Theme #2: Financial Aspects of Working for the Contract 
Cheating Industry

There was inconsistency across accounts about whether working for the 
contract cheating industry paid well. In some accounts individual writers 
are portrayed as being exploited by their employers, whereas others 
claimed that working for the contract cheating industry brought them 
financial stability. Mills (2017) commented, “Ghost-writing was not a 
lucrative post. To earn anything approaching a liveable income required 
writing as many works as possible. I would have to work on three or four 
briefs per week, for which I would be lucky to make £300 [GBP]” (n.p). 
In contrast, Gray (1977) commented, “I’m not particularly proud of what 
I do, but it is good money, enjoyable work and a painless way to keep my 
mind active” (p. 440). Gray differs from other individual suppliers who 
claimed that working for the contract cheating industry was not financially 
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rewarding. Anonymous (2021) stated, “In the summer, it was never more 
than $500 [USD] a week for roughly 10 to 12 essays. But during the 
semester, it could be up to $2,000 a week for 30 to 40 projects—a numb-
ing amount of writing, but a lot of cash” (n.p.).

Financial distress was an important motivator for some to work in the 
academic cheating industry. Tomar (2013) noted, “I am often asked how 
I got into this line of work. I can assure you, it happened quite organically. 
I hated school and I was broke” (p. 4). Similarly, Mills (2017) recounted 
that they turned to working in the contract cheating industry after unsuc-
cessful attempts to secure other employment, including academic jobs, 
sharing this perspective: “I was in need of some—any—income, it seemed 
a reasonable option, especially after having had several unsuccessful inter-
views for academic jobs” (n.p.). Anonymous (2021) conveyed a similar 
sentiment saying, “many of my fellow essay writers themselves were in 
academia—they wrote papers for students because they couldn’t make 
ends meet” (n.p.).

Some accounts contrasted the amount of money made by the individ-
ual writers with that made by the business owners. O’Toole (1974) 
reflected that “there is no money in essay writing, except for the essay 
bank owners, but there is some money in it” (p. 45, emphasis in original). 
The situation was similar in 2019. Simons (2019) reported, “Slaving away 
in ‘essay factories’ in Nairobi, the highly educated experts earn as little as 
a dollar an hour while their millionaire bosses cream off the profits—and 
cheating Western teenagers take the credit” (n.p.). This points to feelings 
of helplessness and disenfranchisement on the part of individual writers.

Although the theme of money and finances appeared across the 
accounts, we were unable to draw conclusions about a uniformity of expe-
rience with regards to individual earnings, with experiences ranging from 
satisfaction with the amount of money a person made to accounts of 
exploitation and struggling to make ends meet.

Theme #3: The Role of the Higher Education System in Enabling 
Contract Cheating

Of particular importance for our study was the consistency across accounts 
about the extent to which the higher education system creates the condi-
tions for contract cheating to flourish. In the earliest known account from 
a contract cheating supplier, Mr. Smith points out that “most curricula 
overload the student” (Benjamin, 1939, p. 159), and being stressed out 
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and overwhelmed can motivate students to hire someone to complete 
work on their behalf.

It is well known among those who study contract cheating that suppli-
ers find loopholes in academic misconduct regulations by claiming that 
they provide only model essays or sample work. We found evidence that 
this practice of finding loopholes dates back almost a century. Quoting 
Mr. Smith, Benjamin (1939) wrote, “Many students hardly know what a 
good essay looks like. Professors as a rule fail to discuss them and do not 
let students read the essays submitted by other members of the class. My 
papers stand as models and examples for the students” (p.  160). Here 
Smith is positioning himself as providing help and support to students in 
ways that professors do not. Such rhetoric of help and support for students 
remains a common aspect of cheating advertising in the twenty-first cen-
tury (see Crook & Nixon, 2021).

Mr. Smith was not alone in his use of what we have termed the “model 
essay loophole”. For example, Gray (1977) commented:

Although the students agree in principle that they will use the papers they 
buy as reference material only, it is a safe bet that they merely type their 
names on the title page provided and hand in what has been sent to them. 
How any instructor worth his contract can let something as flagrant as this 
pass by is beyond me. (p. 440)

The same is evident in a 2019 account. Simons (2019) observed that 
“many of these companies exploit a legal loophole, offering disclaimers 
saying they are to be used as a ‘study guide’ only, while simultaneously 
advertising ‘guaranteed grades’ and ‘plagiarism free essays” (n.p.). These 
three accounts (Gray, 1977; Benjamin, 1939; Simons, 2019) spanning 
80 years show the consistency with which the model essay loophole has 
been exploited by the contract cheating industry. If there is one takeaway 
for educational institutions, it is to close this loophole because if they do 
not, they remain complicit in enabling the industry to flourish. The ques-
tion of how to close this loophole is complex and beyond the scope of this 
chapter; however, high-level recommendations include having student 
supports that clearly articulate expectations and further, using a balance of 
probabilities model for misconduct investigations and case management.

In addition to the model essay loophole, Smith (1939) and Gray (1977) 
pointed out how contract cheating involves individual actors within the 
educational system, and specifically instructors. Smith spoke to poor 
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assessment design and lack of flexibility in supporting students’ learning. 
Simons commented on professors failing to identify or report academic 
misconduct, a practice that remains common in higher education (see 
Eaton, 2021). The role that poor assessment design plays was echoed by 
Witherspoon (1995) who observed that “certain courses seem to consist 
of teaching kids the use of jargon as though it were a substitute for writing 
or thinking well. Often there is an implied pressure to agree with the 
assigned book. And many are simply impossible to understand…” (p. 54).

Professors being indifferent to students or their learning was repeated 
across accounts, particularly those from recent years. Singh (2021) noted, 
“At the graduate and master’s level, where assignments are mostly in the 
form of PowerPoint presentations, reports and data, I guess professors 
hardly pay attention to the writing style” (n.p.). Professors not caring 
about students was echoed by Anonymous (2021), who recounted their 
perceptions supplying services during COVID-19. They said that “many 
professors don’t want to be bothered with students’ struggles. As COVID 
marched on, so did the deadlines, and a lot of the professors were quite 
rigid with their rules. On the rubrics I would read from students, I remem-
ber seeing one that said, ‘No missed deadlines. I don’t want to hear your 
sob story” (n.p.). However, individual professors do not work in isolation, 
but rather within institutions that comprise the HE system as a whole 
which contributes to the problem. Witherspoon (1995) pointed out the 
role that large class size plays, as well as students with limited English 
receiving insufficient support. She observed, “People hand these papers in 
and don’t get caught, people who have difficulty speaking complete sen-
tences in English; perhaps this is because classes and even tutorials are so 
big they never have to speak” (p. 54).

Martin (1972b) summed up the role of higher education most suc-
cinctly, when he said, “Universities regard term paper companies as a weed 
that has suddenly afflicted them—they do not realize though, to what a 
large extent forces in the universities themselves have prepared the soil in 
which we grow” (p. 77). To contextualize this comment, as this book was 
under development in 2022, exactly 50 years after Martin’s accounts of 
working for the contract cheating industry were published, the role that 
HE plays in enabling contract cheating must not be ignored.
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Significance

Our study provides new insights into individuals who have supplied ser-
vices to the contract cheating industry. Further, we have shown that 
accounts of individuals supplying commercial academic cheating services 
date back to the late 1930s, and at this point, it would be naïve to think 
that this is a new industry or that it only surfaced during the COVID-19 
pandemic or even the internet age.

Limitations

We make no claims about our work being exhaustive. Although we 
endeavoured to be careful and thorough in our collection of primary and 
secondary data, we recognize that we have missed sources. Furthermore, 
all the studies we collected were written in English, and we acknowledge 
this as a limitation of our work. For this reason, we offer our study as an 
analysis of a collection of some stories, rather than all stories. We note that 
although individuals are situated within groups, such as a company one 
works for, and lived experience can be part of a larger collective experi-
ence, it is simultaneously individual. A full analysis of the individuals’ 
motivations for entering the contract cheating industry is beyond the 
scope of this chapter but this would be an insightful line of inquiry to 
pursue in future research. Thus, our results cannot be generalized or uni-
versalized. The lived experience of one contract cheating supplier is not 
the lived experience of all of them.

conclusIons and call to actIon

Inconsistencies across these accounts show that, at least from a historical 
perspective, it is difficult to draw generalized conclusions about individu-
als’ experiences working as suppliers to the contract cheating industry. 
Some found it financially rewarding, whereas others did not. Some were 
proud of the work they did, whereas others felt ashamed. When media 
accounts portray sensationalized experiences of individuals in Africa or 
Asia working in dismal conditions to supply services to the contract cheat-
ing industry, it is important to recognize that although such depictions 
might be emotionally compelling, they do not tell the whole story. As we 
analysed primary and secondary accounts of individuals working for the 
contract cheating industry, we found their experiences were diverse, and at 
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times conflicting. It is important to resist generalizing or stereotyping 
what it is like to work as an individual supplier of academic cheating ser-
vices or products.

At the same time, we cannot ignore that these 12 accounts spanning 
almost 100  years had one common thread. The higher education sys-
tem—and those who work within it—continue to perpetuate the condi-
tions in which the contract cheating industry has flourished. Those 
working in the higher education sector have, by and large, turned a blind 
eye to the role the higher education system itself has played, instead laying 
blame on the students or the suppliers. There is no question that students 
should be held responsible for acting with integrity, but this does not 
absolve educational institutions or those who work within them of their 
responsibilities for ensuring teaching, assessment, and administrative prac-
tices are ethical. We conclude with two calls to action. Firstly, more 
research into contract cheating needs to be conducted to understand the 
details of the industry and how it works. For this to occur, research must 
be supported through funding and resources to conduct such investiga-
tions. Secondly, we call on educational leaders to examine the ways in 
which their institutional practices enable the contract cheating industry to 
flourish and take concrete actions to ensure that student learning and suc-
cess are the focus of teaching and assessment.
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CHAPTER 19

Assessment Brokering and Collaboration: 
Ghostwriter and Student Academic Literacies

Emma J. Thacker

Background

As contract cheating continues to undermine the core mission of higher 
education, academics and administrators work to define the scope of the 
problem, study and promote a range of solutions. Contract cheating exists 
in several forms; however, all types engage a third party to complete aca-
demic work for credit or academic advantage (Clarke & Lancaster, 2006). 
Those individuals who provide the outsourced assignments are typically 
called ghostwriters. Other terms include academic writer (Walker, 2019) 
or individual supplier (Eaton, 2021). This chapter shares the findings from 
a study with a focus on contract cheating services provided by indepen-
dent, freelance ghostwriters who write for students in Canadian higher 
education institutions.

The higher education system applies various approaches to support aca-
demic integrity and to reduce academic misconduct. Although there is no 
single effective solution, many scholars argue for a holistic approach that 
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combines several strategies and has a focus on education and prevention 
(Macdonald & Carroll, 2006). Other detection and deterrence approaches 
appeal to technology, using text-matching and surveillance software 
(Dawson, 2020). Punitive responses typically align with institutional poli-
cies that determine sanctions for academic misconduct (Miron et al., 2021).

Cutri et al. (2021) have recommended that academic integrity knowl-
edge be treated as a threshold concept (Meyer & Land, 2003). A threshold 
concept is “a core idea that is conceptually challenging for students, who 
struggle to grasp it—but once grasped, it radically transforms the stu-
dents’ perception of the subject” (Kent, 2016, p. 2). Others have recom-
mended that institutions strengthen assessment literacy (Morris, 2018). 
Assessment literacy is more than an understanding of assessment practices 
and concepts, it is a “context-dependent social practice” that extends 
beyond teaching staff to students and includes the navigation of academic 
and cultural knowledge (Willis et al., 2013, p. 242). Although recommen-
dations and best practices have been developed to address contract cheat-
ing (e.g., QAA, 2020), these typically align with traditional views of 
academic writing and are not contextualised within the Canadian higher 
education sector.

Literature review

The phenomenon of contract cheating is not new; however, information 
and communication technology (ICT) is an important factor in the prolif-
eration of services by providing innovative ways to engage and to transact 
an unauthorised academic assessment (Amigud & Lancaster, 2019a). 
Several studies have researched ghostwriters (e.g., Sivasubramaniam et al., 
2016; Walker, 2019), however, very little has been designed with a quali-
tative focus on ghostwriting in the Canadian academic landscape (e.g., 
Chang, 2018).

In addition to studies about ghostwriters, researchers have attempted 
to understand various stakeholder perceptions, attitudes, and experiences 
of contract cheating (Bretag et  al., 2019a; Eaton et  al., 2019). Studies 
have also explored motivations for contract cheating (Amigud & Lancaster, 
2019b) and why students choose not to cheat (Rundle et  al., 2019). 
Contract cheating is now understood to be a global industry, operating in 
multiple languages, and at all levels of education. To this end, studies have 
explored the industry’s business processes (Ellis et al., 2018) and advertis-
ing strategies (Rowland et al., 2018). Other contract cheating research has 
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examined policy (Stoesz et al., 2019), assessment (Bretag et al., 2019b), 
and detection (Rogerson, 2017). Although Canadian contract cheating 
research has increased materially since 2018 (see Ahsan et al., 2021; Eaton 
& Edino, 2018), there is still a need for research with a focus on the 
ghostwriters themselves, and their literacy interactions with students 
studying at Canadian institutions.

Further to this, literacy brokering has yet to be used as a concept to 
explore contract cheating. More than translators, literacy brokers are indi-
viduals who support the transfer of knowledge that might otherwise be 
inaccessible, including cultural knowledge related to literacies (Raslie & 
Keong, 2017). In an academic context, the literacy broker will possess 
some “genre knowledge” (Perry, 2009, p. 257), and offer “some particu-
lar academic expertise derived from having prior academic experience” 
(Lee, 2018, p. 45), enabling and empowering them to interpret academic 
texts and literacy practices. These informal interactions support students’ 
navigation of the academic domain, bridging gaps in knowledge to clarify 
the meaning of texts (Perry, 2009). Given the significant role of literacy 
across the education sector, it should be foregrounded to inform contex-
tualised contract cheating prevention strategies in Canada.

theoreticaL Framing

This study adopts an academic literacies approach (Lea & Street, 1998). 
This approach considers literacy as a constructed social practice, inextrica-
bly linked to cultural context. Literacy is then multiple—there are litera-
cies. Literacies are much more than a cognitive skill set, they are ideological, 
never neutral, nor independent of the power structures and systems that 
sustain or marginalise them (Street, 1984). Literacies are often margin-
alised, disempowering students, especially in academic institutions where 
dominant literacies and discourses require access, are controlled and privi-
leged. Dominant literacies are also adopted by educational policies and 
assessment frameworks (Park & Fallon, 2016). By contrast, vernacular lit-
eracies are informal (Barton, 2007), such as those everyday digital litera-
cies used with social media (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008). This sociocultural 
perspective brings to bear the literacies on the margins, which reveal a 
deeper understanding of literacy events and practices in context (Heath, 
1983). They are patterned by social institutions and power relations. 
Literacies research includes consideration of how the marginalising of lit-
eracies can lead to the creation of a “third space” (Moje et al., 2004, p. 1). 
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Third Space Theory (Bhabha, 1994) speaks to the informal, educational 
spaces found in-between dominant literacy domains and discourses that 
can provide opportunity for learning (Gutiérrez, 2008).

When exploring literacies, Bourdieu’s (1986) notions of capital are 
useful, as Bourdieu sees all the world as a continual symbolic exchange of 
capital (Grenfell et al., 2012). Bourdieu outlines several forms of capital. 
The first is social capital which is the “sum of the resources, actual or vir-
tual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a 
durable network” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). Second is eco-
nomic capital, which includes assets such as property and money. The 
third is cultural capital, which “amounts to an irreducible amalgamation” 
of status, skills, and ability (Lareau & Weininger, 2003, p. 582). Cultural 
capital has further subcategories, such as institutionalised capital (e.g., aca-
demic credentials) (Bourdieu, 1986). Extending the notion of capital to 
the digital domain, the term techno-capital refers to the use of networked 
technology for social gains or mobility (Rojas et  al., 2003). Theorising 
contract cheating through the lens of capital exposes hidden motivations, 
affordances, and constraints of the various study participants.

research Question and methods

The doctoral thesis that precedes this chapter addressed several questions 
about the phenomenon of contract cheating. Given space constraints, this 
chapter reports on one of the research questions: What is the nature of 
literacy brokering between ghostwriters and their student clients in 
Canadian higher education institutions?

Four methods of data collection were utilised including: semi- structured 
interviews (ghostwriters (n  =  11), students (n  =  7), and teaching staff 
(n = 8)); text and document collection (e.g., essays); a follow-up survey 
with key informants; and lastly, concept mapping (Novak & Gowin, 
1984). Concept mapping of the “literacy social practice building blocks” 
(Hamilton, 2010, p.  11) uncovered patterns and connections and 
enhanced meaning making across the literacies domains (Mannion 
et al., 2007).

 E. J. THACKER



291

Findings

This section is divided by theme reflecting the two digital, social literacies 
practice themes that emerged from the data: collaboration and assessment 
brokering. Although these practices were not commonplace for freelance 
ghostwriters, they were patterned, and this finding is an important indica-
tor of the landscape of Canadian contract cheating. It reflects the agency 
and resistance of students, and the social underpinnings of both assess-
ment and the contract cheating industry. In this context, agency results 
from the student and ghostwriter interrelationship and exchange of capital 
(Bourdieu, 1986) and literacies (i.e., socially situated, academic, and digi-
tal literacies) within the digitally mediated environment. Collaboration 
and assessment brokering in contract cheating reflect the affordances and 
constraints of both techno-capital (Rojas et al., 2003) and academic litera-
cies (Lea & Street, 1998).

Collaboration Between Student and Ghostwriter

In the context of academic misconduct, nonpermitted collaboration is 
often referred to as collusion (Barrett & Cox, 2005). This study views 
academic collaboration as a literacy event (Heath, 1983) that occurs 
between and/or among writers to produce an academic text, where the 
efforts of the writers may not be equal. The ghostwriters situated in 
Canada (n = 5) and Britain (n = 1) provided more examples and richer 
descriptions of collaboration with their clients, and were overall more 
agreeable to the practice, in contrast to those from abroad (i.e., India 
(n = 1), Kenya (n = 3)).

Xander (ghostwriter) acknowledged the practice of collaboration within 
his business, explaining that “some people want to do it live on Google 
Docs and it kind of interrupts my research process and writing process.” 
Google Docs (a web-based, word-processing tool that allows real-time 
collaboration [Google, n.d.]) was typically mentioned as the application 
used to support this digital academic literacies practice. Xander did not see 
the request for collaboration as constructive to his own writing process 
but explained that “people do ask for that specifically.” When Xander was 
asked why a student might ask to collaborate on a contractual, outsourced 
assignment, he commented that some students may want to “make it in 
their own style,” or because they might “feel guilty about having used an 
essay service.”

19 ASSESSMENT BROKERING AND COLLABORATION: GHOSTWRITER… 



292

Xander’s response rings true, however, the findings suggest additional 
or other motivations, and a more nuanced perspective than offered by 
Xander. Examples of collaboration were provided at many stages of the 
contract. There were examples of collaboration provided prior to the 
assignment writing beginning, throughout the writing process, and even 
after the student had received the final product. Collaboration heavily uti-
lised digital literacies and other social modalities by engaging in feedback 
and discussion. Although Xander pointed to collaboration as a nuisance, 
he explained that it was also considered necessary at times to maintain the 
client relationship. The role of friendship to sustain and source work, and 
the ghostwriter identities of writer and helper surfaced continuously from 
the data.

The ghostwriters explained that some of their clients wanted to be 
included in the writing process, despite the contractual arrangement. 
None of the ghostwriting advertisements offered collaboration as an 
option or service. Camille (ghostwriter) described two types of student 
clients. One group will “pay you any amount of money and they just need 
you to finish it [the assignment]” and the other who “needed help in the 
work.” Camille shared that for those she had decided needed “the help” 
she would “work together a little bit more … and so, there’s more coop-
eration in that context, and I definitely have moments where we’ll have 
five, six, seven, eight emails back and forth with redlining or blacklining or 
different markups.” Camille’s comments highlight collaborative writing 
and how these informal practices (e.g., use of track changes for feedback) 
could support learning (Storch, 2019).

Another example of collaboration was described without a financial 
payment arranged. Morgan, a fourth-year undergraduate student, shared 
a story of unsanctioned collaboration with her best friend and roommate, 
who had helped her to write an essay the evening it was due. She explained 
that her friend was very familiar with the essay topic, and she began to help 
because Morgan admitted she was “struggling to write the argument.” 
Morgan explained that after a few suggestions from her best friend, she 
passed her the laptop to keep working.

Morgan’s experience reveals several complex struggles of student writ-
ers and the strong temptation to accept help from a friend—struggles such 
as time management, writing competencies, and familiarity or connection 
with the assignment topic. It also reveals the multiple exchanges of capital 
between the two peer students. Collaboration is beneficial to both par-
ties—cultural and embodied capital is exchanged for economic (or 
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additional social capital); social capital is leveraged for institutionalised 
capital; and techno-capital facilitates these material and symbolic 
exchanges. Capital is acquired or developed for both throughout the pro-
cess. For the student, working collaboratively with their ghostwriter may 
be a safe space and opportunity to learn informally. Literacies are “fre-
quently acquired through processes of informal learning and sense mak-
ing” (Barton et al., 2000, p. 8); however, the paid ghostwriters did not 
consider collaboration to be a significant factor in students’ learning. Still, 
“writing practices construct rather than simply reflect knowledge” (Paxton 
& Frith, 2014, p. 174).

Assessment Brokering

In addition to collaboration, the ghostwriters provided description and 
examples of assessment brokering with their student clients. Assessment 
brokering is defined as “the informal process of seeking assistance, about 
some element of an academic assessment text or assessment practice” 
(Thacker, 2022). Assessment brokering occurs where there is a social rela-
tionship, such as between student peers, and with ghostwriters. A broker-
ing trigger will precede a brokering event, which occurs where students 
are motivated to “make sense of their new literacy context and literacy 
practices” (Raslie & Keong, 2017, p. 2) by leveraging social capital, and 
the social relationships around them, in exchange for cultural capital 
(Bourdieu, 1986). Assessment brokering clustered under two themes or 
types, as described below.

The first type of assessment brokering is related to assignment criteria 
and includes seeking understanding about assignment requirements and 
assignment content. Each ghostwriter spoke of experiences when their 
clients asked them about the assignment criteria and sought some level of 
clarity about the outsourced assignment. When discussing assignment 
instructions and assignment design, Xander (ghostwriter) commented 
that it was a common issue with students to struggle with understanding 
what is required. He commented “that students often choose to use my 
services on the basis of complicated instructions from professors,” also 
noting that “students feel overwhelmed by this and instead choose to hire 
a writer.”

Students also sought their ghostwriter’s knowledge on the assignment 
once the outsourced paper had been created. Sang (ghostwriter) noted 
that, “some students, they want you to go over it with them so they either 
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want to meet you or they want to speak with you on the phone or through 
e-mails.” Sang’s description demonstrates a level of student engagement 
with the assignment, which contradicts the typical view of students who 
use these services—which is that there is a “fundamental rejection of the 
expected behavior of the students” (Steel, 2017, p. 129) and that students 
are “bypassing learning” (Lancaster, 2018, p. 72). This view omits from 
the landscape of those students who do seek to understand, despite the 
overall behaviour being characterised as misconduct. For Camille (ghost-
writer), brokering interactions occurred more with students who had 
assignments related to a student’s intended profession. She explained that 
some students had a desire to understand the content and demonstrated 
agency in the process. She explained that some students were “more hands 
on” and “they’ll ask me questions and for clarification and come back and 
ask me if they’ve understood something properly after reading the work.” 
This example of brokering demonstrates that student and ghostwriting 
relationships are not homogeneous, and some students are gaining more 
than the opportunity for institutional capital, they are gaining academic 
literacies, cultural capital, and finding “a sense of one’s place” (Bourdieu, 
1984, p. 466).

The second type of assessment brokering is related to authorship and 
includes seeking understanding about sources, citations, and referencing. 
Terry (ghostwriter) stated that “Canadian students, they will ask for all 
kind of clarification on what you have done on their work with refer-
ences.” Although this comment is doubtless painted with a broad stroke, 
Terry points to the brokering around authorship. Rowan (ghostwriter) 
had similar experiences. She explained that “quite a lot of the questions I 
get are about sources and where I find my sources … two words man: 
Google and Wikipedia. A lot of people ask me how to do works cited.” 
The ghostwriters often referred to citation and referencing as a “struggle” 
and “weak point” for their student clients, clarifying it as a troublesome 
concept and practice. Sawyer (ghostwriter) reported that her clients asked 
for this specifically. She commented that if she is given an essay to “rewrite,” 
usually her clients will request that she add-in or correct in-text citations 
and references. Sawyer also pointed to circumstances where students were 
challenged with larger, institutional processes and practices for sourcing 
knowledge. She explained that a client had asked her about the sources she 
had used to write their assignment. She realised that the student was try-
ing to work out “if they were capable of conducting the research them-
selves.” Sawyer shared that the student “ended up returning to me for 
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more services,” acknowledging that “unfortunately, students often find 
large databases to be daunting and overwhelming.”

Assessment brokering enables students to navigate assessments, 
increases pathways for informal academic literacies support, and enables 
meaning making. Similar to collaboration, it also demonstrates how stu-
dent academic misconduct choices are shaped by the dominant and often 
contested literacy practices of assessment. The ghostwriter leverages their 
embodied capital (Bourdieu, 1986) found within their academic literacies 
to act as broker. Often building upon the social capital found within their 
peer networks first, and then, leveraging techno-capital, they exchange 
embodied capital for economic capital. The student, seeking to gain insti-
tutionalised capital, utilises the economic and social capital available to 
them to gain the academic literacies (actual, and those found symbolically 
in the academic credential).

discussion

Not all students engaging in contract cheating are seeking an assessment 
broker or are benefiting from collaboration and brokering experiences 
with their ghostwriters. Xander (ghostwriter) commented, “The majority 
of my customers want nothing more than a simple transaction, no contact, 
other than getting the essay.” Although not the norm, each ghostwriter 
did provide examples of collaboration and assessment brokering from 
their own experiences. The findings suggest that students are struggling 
with assessment literacy—in terms of authorship, but also the assignment 
criteria and form itself. This finding aligns with Zheng and Cheng (2015), 
who found that students engaged in contract cheating admitted to not 
understanding the requirements of the assignment, and also broadly with 
Bretag et al. (2019a), who found that contract cheating in Australian stu-
dents was “primarily influenced by dissatisfaction with the teaching and 
learning environment” (p. 1848).

Further, these exchanges of various forms of capital reflect the peda-
gogical contours of invisible motivations, acts of resistance, and agency. 
Although a variety of individual contexts, cultural and institutional factors 
motivate cheating behaviours (see Walker & Townley, 2012), this study 
identifies the vulnerability of assessment literacy as one underlying factor, 
aligning with Morris’s (2018) recommendation. The findings also support 
Harper et al. (2019) who found a disconnect between teaching staff and 
student perceptions—although the teaching staff believed they had 
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prepared their students for an assignment, the students who engaged in 
contract cheating did not agree and reported a negative experience. 
Further to this, Amigud and Lancaster (2019b) found that “many stu-
dents try completing the work themselves, but later succumb to situational 
pressures that influence their ability to complete the work” (p.  102). 
Through consideration of academic writing, referencing/citation, and 
academic integrity as threshold concepts (Meyer & Land, 2003), institu-
tions can begin to approach contract cheating as an assessment literacy 
issue, rather than a moral or criminal one (Steel, 2017).

This study demonstrates that contract cheating has social underpin-
nings, despite the digitally mediated space. Like the Canadian landscape, 
Walker (2019) found the Kenyan contract cheating industry to be a 
“deeply networked and socially bound industry” (p. 21). Leveraging the 
safe and social opportunities provided by digital spaces, both students and 
ghostwriters alike leveraged techno-capital for other forms of cultural. 
There are also similarities with Raslie and Keong’s (2017) who found that 
students engaged with technology to “facilitate the brokering process” 
(p. 14), and informal collaborative writing among peers.

Assessment brokering occurs in the liminal spaces, or at the boundaries 
of the academic domain. These findings are consistent with Sivasubramaniam 
et  al. (2016) who found that ghostwriters had a “constant dialogue” 
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about the assignment with their clients (p. 10). Building on Moje et al.’s 
(2004) contributions, this study claims that collaboration and assessment 
brokering in this context make visible a “fourth space” (see Fig.  19.1; 
Fernández Ruiz et al., 2019, p. 1).

In the Canadian contract cheating landscape, this fourth space is “char-
acterized by a flattening of power structures and hierarchies” (Thacker, 
2022, p.  153). Revealed through the concept mapping technique, this 
fourth space is “where learning and discourse is relational and informal, 
and the online domain plays a significant role” (Thacker, 2022, p. 128). 
Within the fourth space, the opportunity is created for students to practice 
academic literacies, gain knowledge and understanding, and form their 
“writer identity” (Ivanič, 1998, p. 23). This finding challenges the view 
that contract cheating is a total rejection of learning. As Eaton (2021) and 
Valentine (2006) note, moral and ethical binaries are unhelpful and have 
implications for teaching and learning and for addressing academic 
misconduct.

concLusion

This chapter highlights several contributions to the field. First, the novel 
term of assessment brokering which creates space for further exploration 
and understanding of the assessment literacy needs of both students and 
teaching staff. Second, although the study is not representative of all of 
Canada, this study demonstrates a more nuanced and critical view of con-
tract cheating in Canada, challenging the binary view of students with 
respect to their learning and motivations that permeate the literature. 
Third, the freelance ghostwriting landscape is social, dependent upon dig-
ital literacies, and offers some students agency and informal learning 
within a fourth space. With efforts to prioritise assessment literacy, which 
includes the framing of academic integrity concepts, academic writing, 
and practices of authorship as threshold concepts (Meyer & Land, 2003), 
a contract cheating reduction strategy can support the core academic insti-
tutional mission.
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CHAPTER 20

Contract Cheating: A Summative Look Back 
and a Path Forward

Sarah Elaine Eaton, Brenda M. Stoesz, Josh Seeland, 
Guy J. Curtis, Joseph Clare, and Kiata Rundle

Contract cheating poses a significant threat to the integrity of education at 
all levels, but particularly higher education. Throughout Contract Cheating 
in Higher Education: Global Perspectives on Theory, Practice, and Policy, 
authors from around the world have examined various issues related to this 
specific type of academic misconduct, showing that it is not limited to one 
postsecondary institution or one country, but instead that contract cheat-
ing is a global problem. In this chapter, we draw throughlines to show the 
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connections between the various chapters, highlighting major themes and 
contemplating next steps. This chapter is organised into four sections. First, 
we summarise key points raised throughout. Second, we highlight recom-
mendations presented by contributors. Then, we acknowledge some limi-
tations of the book, and we contemplate future work for contract cheating 
researchers, as well as educators, policy-makers, and others involved in 
understanding or dealing with contract cheating. Finally, we conclude with 
a clear call for sustained and sustainable plans to promote academic integ-
rity and prevent contract cheating at local, national, and global levels.

Summary of Key HigHligHtS

In this section, we summarise some of the key points raised throughout 
the book, highlighting the ways in which this book makes an original con-
tribution to the field of academic integrity. We have organised this section 
under three key themes: (a) what we know about the contract cheating 
industry; (b) theoretical and research perspectives on contract cheating; 
and (c) how we can address contract cheating.

What We Know About the Contract Cheating Industry

Three chapters build on what we already know about the contract cheating 
industry. Eaton et al. (2022) analysed historical accounts written by indi-
vidual suppliers to the industry. Although the number of sources examined 
was limited, the authors noted a significant finding consistent across nine 
decades of accounts written between the 1930s and 2020s: The contract 
cheating industry exists, in part, because higher education institutions and 
systems create the conditions that allow the industry to flourish.

G. J. Curtis 
School of Psychological Science, University of Western Australia,  
Crawley, WA, Australia
e-mail: guy.curtis@uwa.edu.au 

J. Clare 
School of Law, University of Western Australia, Crawley, WA, Australia
e-mail: joe.clare@uwa.edu.au 

K. Rundle 
Murdoch University, Murdoch, WA, Australia

 S. E. EATON ET AL.

mailto:guy.curtis@uwa.edu.au
mailto:joe.clare@uwa.edu.au


305

Thacker (2022) gathered primary data from independent, freelance 
suppliers to the industry that showed that a continuum of collaboration 
between suppliers and students is not uncommon. At the one end of the 
continuum, students’ collaboration with suppliers appears to be an attempt 
to understand assignment expectations and to be involved in the process 
of completing the assignment, which Thacker termed “knowledge broker-
ing.” Contract cheating falls at the other end of the outsourcing spectrum. 
Collaborative writing technologies (e.g., Google Docs) enable inappropri-
ate collaboration with contract cheating suppliers.

Parnther (2022) provides insights into contract cheating among gradu-
ate students, a student population that has been historically understudied 
even among academic integrity researchers. Parnther provides evidence of 
the deceptive online marketing used by the contract cheating industry to 
target graduate students specifically. Parnther points out that companies 
that provide contract cheating services to graduate students prey on their 
desires for academic support and exploit the often-confusing nature of the 
role of academic advisors.

Theoretical and Research Perspectives on Contract Cheating

Five chapters contribute to theoretical and research perspectives on con-
tract cheating, further strengthening the development of academic integ-
rity as a field of inquiry. In two chapters, Clare and Rundle (2022) and 
Krásničan et  al. (2022) offer critiques of the collection and analysis of 
self-reported data that have become characteristic of contract cheating 
research. The authors called for more reliable and robust approaches to 
contract cheating research that extend beyond self-report methods. In 
their review of 18 published articles on contract cheating, Krásničan et al. 
(2022) identified numerous limitations of existing research, including 
small sample sizes, results from single universities, and a general lack of 
self-criticality in contract cheating research resulting in no limitations 
being reported. Clare and Rundle (2022) analysed gaps in current research 
on the measurement of contract cheating. Clare and Rundle proposed 
parallels between the measurement of contract cheating and crime, high-
lighting the ways in which criminologists measure deviance that could be 
applied to contract cheating. Clare (2022) proposed that research 
approaches to situational crime prevention (SCP) offer a methodological 
framework and theoretical underpinnings for research on academic out-
sourcing, calling for the broadening of the range of interventions (and by 
extension, research approaches) to contract cheating.
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Further contributing to the discussion of theory, Baran and Jonason 
(2022) and Curtis and Tindall (2022) proposed psychology-based theo-
retical perspectives on contract cheating, offering possibilities for research-
ers of contract cheating to be more intentional about the inclusion of 
theory in future scholarship. Baran and Jonason (2022) explored the the-
oretical perspective of Dark Triad traits (i.e., narcissism, psychopathy, and 
Machiavellianism) and the application of this theory to engagement in 
contract cheating. The authors noted the ways in which contract cheating 
can be understood as social pathology or pseudopathology. Curtis and 
Tindall (2022) argued for the use of additional approaches from the field 
of psychology when researching contract cheating. Specifically, they exam-
ined how the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) can provide a framework 
for understanding what factors, beyond attitudes, are important to con-
sider when predicting contract cheating behaviours.

How We Address Contract Cheating

Chapters in this book demonstrate that multi-pronged approaches are 
needed to address contract cheating from the classroom, as well as institu-
tional levels. We begin by summarising chapters that address student 
learning. We then address assessment and identification of possible con-
tract cheating in student work and finally, we summarise key points for 
institutional level approaches to tackle contract cheating.

There is a throughline between three chapters that propose teaching 
and learning approaches to contract cheating. We turn first to Stoesz et al. 
(2022), who discuss the importance of teaching critical thinking skills as 
one way to promote academic integrity and prevent contract cheating. 
They argue that underdeveloped critical thinking skills may be one factor 
that contributes to contract cheating behaviours. Veeran-Colton et  al. 
(2022) demonstrated that financial, academic, and personal factors influ-
ence students’ choices to engage in contract cheating. Veeran-Colton 
et al. also posited that raising students’ awareness of the risks associated 
with contract cheating, especially extortion, is important so they can make 
more informed choices. Then, Lancaster (2022) takes the stance that 
engaging students as partners is necessary to promote academic integrity. 
Lancaster presents several ideas for student involvement with an institu-
tion’s approach to contract cheating, including co-producing research, 
assessment co-design, events, procedures, and training modules. We then 
turn our attention to Sutherland-Smith and Dawson (2022). The authors 
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argued that students may be motivated to complete their own work instead 
of contracting it out if assessments meet students’ needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness.

Other recommendations focus on the detection of contract cheating, 
such as in specific professional development sessions (Veeran-Colton et al., 
2022) or institutional partnerships built upon the academic judgement of 
faculty (Ellis et al., 2022).

Finally, the administrative level in higher education institutions is the 
basis of other recommendations, specifically policy built upon a balance of 
probability model (Crockett, 2022) and quality standards informed by 
both internal quality monitoring and external auditing measures 
(Glendinning, 2022). Crockett (2022) showed how information found in 
multiple levels of student assignments can be used to help identify contract 
cheating. In a complementary chapter, Ellis et al. (2022) built upon previ-
ous work on bibliographic forensics (see Rogerson, 2017) to show how 
the detection of contract cheating can be improved across an institution.

Two chapters addressed the specific topic of student file-sharing as a 
behaviour that requires intervention at both classroom and institutional 
levels. Rogerson (2022) discussed the ongoing confusion around student 
file-sharing and its probable contribution to incidents of contract cheat-
ing. To this end, Rogerson (2022) suggested that institutions openly dis-
cuss and clarify what students should be sharing online, how, and with 
whom. Seeland et al. (2022) framed academic file-sharing as a copyright 
issue, as well as an academic integrity violation, noting that in countries 
without legislation that addresses contract cheating specifically, copyright 
and intellectual property laws may provide a way to address file-sharing 
from a legal perspective. Seeland et al. (2022) also recommend initiating 
URL-blocking projects at the institution as another line of defence against 
contract cheating. Draper (2022) recommends partnering with social 
media platforms to help combat contract cheating.

Finally, Glendinning (2022) and Lancaster (2022) advocate for institu-
tional academic integrity strategies consisting of fair and consistent poli-
cies, where students are partners and all stakeholders receive education on 
the topic. As their awareness about contract cheating increases, students 
may feel more empowered to engage in these collaborations with their 
educational institutions for the betterment of all.

Parnther (2022) and Veeran-Colton et al. (2022) suggested an increase 
in student awareness related to the many risks associated with engaging  
in contract cheating. Although this book reveals the abundance of 

20 CONTRACT CHEATING: A SUMMATIVE LOOK BACK AND A PATH FORWARD 



308

information regarding contract cheating known to those working in 
higher education institutions around the world, it appears that many stu-
dents remain unaware of either the existence of or, more commonly, the 
true nature of this form of academic misconduct.

Combined, these chapters demonstrate that there is no single or “best” 
way to address contract cheating, rather various and simultaneous 
approaches are preferred. Although authors may have focused on particu-
lar approaches or interventions, none have proposed that their advice 
excludes or supersedes other perspectives. The chapter authors of this 
book illustrated that multiple different approaches must be implemented 
to address contract cheating.

These collective recommendations provide a point of departure to 
develop institutional or systems-level strategies to take action against con-
tract cheating. One key message to take away from this summary of rec-
ommendations is to engage all stakeholders to promote academic integrity 
and address contract cheating in a variety of ways.

limitationS and future directionS

We recognise that although this is the first edited book (to our knowl-
edge) that focuses on contract cheating, the book is not without its limita-
tions. Obviously, the chapters in this book are written in English. We 
know that contract cheating research is occurring in other languages. As 
just one example, we acknowledge the work of Rubén Comas Forgas who 
leads a multi-national group of researchers in the Red Iberoamericana de 
Investigación en Integridad Académica (Iberoamerican Research Network 
on Academic Integrity), a research network that uses Spanish as their main 
language of collaboration and investigation. As work on contract cheating 
and academic integrity continues to develop across the world, it will be 
important for researchers to transcend geographical and linguistic barriers 
to further share and mobilise their knowledge. We also recognise the limi-
tation of not having chapters from Asia, Latin America, or Africa.

We acknowledge that this book is focused mostly on higher education 
contexts, though we know that contract cheating companies also market 
to children in elementary and secondary school (Better Business Bureau, 
2021; Eaton & Dressler, 2019). Children as young as 12 years of age have 
purchased assignments from contract cheating websites and turned them 
in for academic credit (Stoesz & Los, 2019). Behaviours practised at a 
young age become habits that continue through to the high school years 

 S. E. EATON ET AL.



309

and into postsecondary education and/or the workforce. Therefore, it is 
important to explore at what age, and how, engagement in contract cheat-
ing begins in order to determine the most effective way to intervene.

The collection of chapters in this book focuses mainly on the level of 
students and education institutions, with relatively less focus on the role of 
teaching staff. As Harper et al. (2019) point out, a large number of uni-
versity educators are unaware of the scope and methods of the contract 
cheating industry, and how they can combat these at the level of the classes 
they teach. Therefore, it is crucial that people teaching at universities 
receive education and training about academic misconduct generally, and 
contract cheating specifically.

Finally, we note that although authors who have contributed to this 
volume have pointed out the need to engage students as partners 
(Glendinning, 2022; Lancaster, 2022) and some doctoral students or 
recent graduates have contributed to this book as sole authors or co- 
authors, we have not included the perspective of students who had used 
contract cheating services. This remains an area for further exploration 
and attention.

Drawing from the various chapters across this book, we propose future 
directions for research, teaching and learning, professional practice, and 
policy. Educators, professionals, scholars, and others are encouraged to 
take up and expand upon these ideas in future work on contract cheating:

• Engage students as partners in terms of advocacy and peer educa-
tion, but also being active partners in research, knowledge mobilisa-
tion, and policy-making.

• Take advantage of the multidisciplinary nature of academic integrity 
by applying methods proven in fields other than education to tackle 
the complex problem of contract cheating.

• Recognise the value of international cooperation, with an example 
being the application of QAA and TEQSA works in countries out-
side of their jurisdictions.

• Build upon the work done on the detection of contract cheating to 
address the issue institutionally, and in a proactive and educative way.

• Continue to understand the mindset of students and create educa-
tional interventions to help prevent contract cheating before 
it happens.

• Seek opportunities to apply work done on contract cheating specifi-
cally to other forms of academic misconduct.

20 CONTRACT CHEATING: A SUMMATIVE LOOK BACK AND A PATH FORWARD 



310

• Pay more attention to contract cheating in elementary and second-
ary school contexts.

• Be attentive to new advances in technology that continue to shape 
the educational landscape, such as artificial intelligence, and in par-
ticular those that are likely to impact communication, such as Large 
Language Models (LLMs)/GPT-3.

These recommendations point to the need for large-scale collaborative 
research to address complexities of contract cheating and other threats to 
academic integrity.

call to action

We conclude with a call to action for more funding and resources to sup-
port efforts against contract cheating, at national and even multi-national 
levels. Although we cannot say for certain what the size of the contract 
cheating industry is, we have pretty solid indications that this is a global 
industry that is worth well over US$15 billion (Eaton, 2022). An industry 
of that size and scope cannot be thwarted by ignoring the problem or 
simply hoping it will go away. Nor will the efforts of individuals or institu-
tions, however dedicated, be enough. As more than 20 authors from 
across the world have shown in this book, contract cheating is a global 
problem. As such, contract cheating requires a global response. We call on 
educational leaders, politicians, and policy-makers to support efforts 
against contract cheating in a sustained and sustainable manner.
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