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Abstract The present study aimed at investigating the status of cheating on exams in the
Iranian EFL context. One hundred thirty two university students were surveyed to this end.
They were selected through convenient sampling. The results indicated that cheating is quite
common among the Iranian language students. The most important reasons for this behavior
were found to be “not being ready for the exam”, “difficulty of the exam”, “lack of time to
study” and “careless and lenient instructors”. The study also indicated that the most common
methods of cheating are “talking to the adjacent individuals”, “copying from others' test
papers”, and “using gestures to get the answers from others”. It was also found that the
student’s field of study, academic level, and occupational status had a significant effect on
cheating whereas gender and marital status had no effect in this regard. Furthermore, it
became clear that field of study and occupational status had a significant effect on students’
attitude toward cheating whereas gender, academic level and marital status had no effect.
Finally, the study indicated that age significantly correlated with cheating and attitude
toward cheating.

Keywords Cheating . Iranian language learners . Gender . Academic level . Marital status .

Occupational status . Age

Introduction

The last few decades have seen an increasing interest in studying student academic dishon-
esty (Nazir and Aslam 2009). The rise of interest may come from the fact that academic
dishonesty has been on the increase in different contexts. There is a great deal of research
indicating that academic dishonesty in the form of cheating is quite prevalent in the
academic context (Al-Qaisy 2008; Collison 1990; Faulkender et al. 1994; Graham et al.
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1994; Klein et al. 2007; Lim and See 2001; McCabe and Trevino 1997; McCabe and
Trevino 1993; Newstead et al. 1996; Tang and Zuo 1997) and that it has been on the
increase recently (Baird 1980; Davis et al. 1992; Diekhoff et al. 1996; Klein et al. 2007;
McCabe 2005; McCabe 2001; McCabe and Bowers 1994; Singhal 1982; Tennant and
Duggan 2008). This increase has made cheating become a norm and consequently not being
viewed as a wrong behavior anymore. (Diekhoff et al. 1996). It has become so common that
Alschuler and Blimling (1995) speak of epidemic cheating. Faulkender et al. (1994) also
state that not only cheating is common but it is also accepted by students as a typical
behavior. A few studies, however, have found no change in this regard. For example, Brown
and Emmett (2001) have found that cheating had not increased during the last 33 years.
McCabe and Trevino (1996) have also found it to be more or less a fixed problem with little
fluctuation. Some studies have found mixed evidence in this regard. For example, Vandehey
et al. (2007) state that cheating has increased in some forms and decreased in others.

A wide range of cheating rates has been reported in a variety of academic contexts.
Jendrek (1992) reports a range of 40–90% in this regard. Vandehey et al. (2007) state that a
range of 52–90% has been reported in the literature. They themselves came across 57.4%,
61.2% and 54.1%, in a series of studies in 1984, 1994, and 2004 respectively. Jordan (2001)
also reports a cheating rate of 31.4%; however, he states that only 8.6% of the students in his
study committed 75% of all the acts of exam or paper cheating. Such statistics, he asserts,
indicate that cheating is painted blacker than it is. Students’ knowledge of such optimistic
statistics can help reduce cheating among them.

Different studies have focused on different aspects of cheating. Many have focused on
factors affecting cheating: individual factors, situational factors, and institutional policies.
Most of such studies have focused on finding a relationship between cheating and individual
factors including gender, age, GPA, academic major, educational level, marital status,
occupational status, and motivation.

Concerning gender most of the studies have found that males have a higher tendency to
cheat (Al-Qaisy 2008; Baird 1980; Becker and Ulstad 2007; Bowers 1964; Calabrese and
Cochran 1990; Crown and Spiller 1998; Davis et al. 1992; Genereux and McLeod 1995;
Lim and See 2001; McCabe and Trevino 1997; Michaels and Miethe 1989; Nazir and Aslam
2009; Newstead et al. 1996; Whitley et al. 1999). Some studies, however, have found no
difference between males and females (Diekhoff et al. 1996; Fisher 1970; Jordan 2001;
Malone 2006; Stevens and Stevens 1987; Vitro and Schoer 1972) and a few others have
found that females cheat more (DePalmer et al. 1995; Stern and Havlicek 1986). Crown and
Spiller (1998) also state that gender effect, if any, is decreasing.

Unlike gender, more consistent results have been found concerning age. Studies in this
regard have found a negative relationship between age and cheating; that is, younger
students tend to cheat more than the older students (Antion and Michael 1983; Coombe
and Newman 1997; Diekhoff et al. 1996; Graham et al. 1994; Klein et al. 2007; Newstead et
al. 1996; Vandehey et al. (2007); Whitley 1998). Barger et al. (1998) state that younger
students have their own code of ethics that base their behavior, but as they grow up they
demonstrate more moralities in their behaviors and become more philosophical. There are
only a few studies which are not consistent with such a finding. For example, Tang and Zuo
(1997) found higher rates of cheating for older students and Nazir and Aslam (2009) found
no specific pattern for the effect of age in different age groups.

As for GPA, most of the studies have found a negative relationship with cheating (Crown
and Spiller 1998; Klein et al. 2007; Nazir and Aslam 2009; Smith et al. 2002; Vandehey et
al.(2007) although a few like Jordan (2001) have found no difference in cheating rates based
on GPA.
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The studies conducted on the relationship between academic major and cheating
are not consistent at all. On the one hand, there are studies that speak of the role that
major plays in cheating. For example, they report that business students cheat more
than other students (Baird 1980; Caruana et al. 2000; Christine and James 2008;
Clement 2001; Harris 1989; McCabe and Trevino 1995; Smyth and Davis 2004); and
that students in humanity faculties cheat more due to the nature of the courses they
pass which basically demands memorization (Al-Qaisy 2008). On the other hand,
there exist some studies that report no difference between different majors in terms
of cheating (Beltramini et al. 1984; Klein et al. 2007; Jordan 2001). Regarding this,
Borkowski and Ugras (1998) reviewed 30 studies conducted on the relationship
between major and cheating and found that the majority of the studies had found
non-significant differences between different majors.

Concerning the level of education, most of the studies have found a negative relationship
with cheating. For instance, Jordan (2001) found that 1st year students cheated significantly
more than juniors and seniors. Similar findings have been found by other studies indicating
that undergraduates cheat more (Diekhoff et al. 1996; Haines et al. 1986; Graham et al.
1994; Nazir and Aslam 2009; Rakovski and Elliott 2007; Whitley et al. 1999). However, a
number of studies have found no significant relationship in this regard (Al-Qaisy 2008,
Christine and James 2008; Zastrow 1970).

Concerning the marital status, more tendencies have been found in single students to
cheat (Vandehey et al. 2007; Whitley 1998).

Other factors studied in their relation to cheating include motivation (Jordan 2001;
Kibler and Kibler 1993; Tang and Zuo 1997) and self-esteem (Anderman et al. 1998;
Anderman and Midgley 1997; Dweck 1986; Dweck and Leggett 1988; Newstead et
al. 1996).

While many studies have focused on the role that individual characteristics play in
cheating, a number of studies have focused on the situational factors affecting cheat-
ing, and fewer studies have also investigated the role of institutional policies in
academic dishonesty in general and cheating in particular. As for the situational
factors, the effect of peers is the most investigated factor which has been indicated
to exert a strong influence on students’ academic honesty. It has been found that
peers’ behaviors and attitudes have a noticeable impact on the cheating committed by
others (Graham et al. 1994; Kibler and Kibler 1993; Stevens and Stevens 1987). In
the same line, Jordan (2001) found that students committed more cheating as the
result of exposure to the cheating of others. Moreover, more cheaters in his study
reported having seen someone cheat than did non-cheaters. A more interesting finding
in this regard was that peer disapproval turned out to be the strongest predictor of
reduced cheating behavior (Genereux and McLeod 1995; McCabe and Trevino 1997;
McCabe and Trevino 1993). Later on in a similar study McCabe et al. (1999) found
that students’ explanations for cheating often include elements of social comparison.

Another situational factor studied in its relation to cheating is the class size. It has been
found that students cheat less in smaller classes (Houston 1976; Klein et al. 2007). Coalter et
al. (2007), however, found that cheating dropped when the class size was bigger than 50
students. It was speculated that it could be because of the type of assignments in such big
classes that cheating dropped.

Concerning the institutional policies, McCabe and Trevino (1993) found a correlation
between academic dishonesty and student perceptions of institutional policies. Similar
findings are reported by Jordan (2001). McCabe et al. (2001) also state that cheating can
most effectively be dealt with at the institutional level.
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While the majority of studies have focused on the above-mentioned factors related to
cheating, a number of studies have focused on the ways of curbing cheating (e.g. Davis
1993; May and Loyd 1993; McCabe and Trevino 1993). For example, some of these studies
have emphasized the role of honor codes in this regard. They have indicated that the
appropriate introduction of honor codes can considerably reduce cheating (McCabe et al.
1999; May and Loyd 1993; McCabe and Trevino 1993). McCabe et al. (2001) have also
stated that the use of honor codes has been on increase recently. The results of their study
suggest that honor codes can have long-term effects on students’ academic behavior. They,
however, emphasize that honor codes should not be considered as a panacea that can solve
all the problems in every context.

In spite of the preventive role that honor codes play in cheating, some studies have
indicated that honor codes are not effective in the absence of other institutional changes
(Cole and McCabe 1996; Jendrek 1992; May and Loyd 1993; Vandehey et al. 2007; Whitley
and Keith-Spiegel 2001).

Most of the studies conducted on cheating so far have been carried out in
developed countries. Few studies have been conducted in an Asian context in devel-
oping countries (Nazir and Aslam 2009). Furthermore, it is not clear whether the
results of studies in developed countries are also relevant to the Asian context (Lim
and See 2001). As such, lack of research is greatly felt in such countries. When it
comes to the Iranian context, no study, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, has
been conducted on the academic dishonesty in general and cheating in particular. This
was the motive behind the present study to examine the status of cheating in the
Iranian EFL (English as a Foreign Language) context. The objectives of the study are
multifold: first, it tries to see to what extent Iranian EFL students get engaged in
cheating. Second it tries to examine their attitudes toward cheating in the academic
context. Third, their explanations and reasons for cheating are explored. Fourth,
attempt is made to explore different methods of cheating. And finally, the study tries
to see how and if cheating in such a context is related to the individual factors of
gender, age, major, educational level, marital status, and occupational status. The
following research questions are hence put forward:

1. To what extent do the Iranian language students get engaged in cheating on exams?
2. What are the Iranian language students’ attitudes toward cheating?
3. What are the Iranian language students’ reasons for cheating?
4. What methods do the Iranian language students employ to cheat on exams?
5. Do the Iranian language students’ cheating on exams and their attitude toward cheating

differ as far as their gender, field of study, academic level, occupational status, marital
status and age are concerned?

Method

Participants

One hundred thirty two language students, 52 males and 79 females took part in the present
study. The participants ranged in age from 18 to 36 and were all selected based on their
availability and willingness from TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language), and
Language and Literature which are the major fields of study usually found in the depart-
ments of foreign languages in the Iranian universities.
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Instruments

Cheating Questionnaire

A questionnaire was developed to collect information on the students’ cheating in the Iranian
academic context. The questionnaire had four short parts; the first part included 3 items that
asked the respondents whether they had the habit of cheating on class quizzes, midterm and
final exams. The second part of the questionnaire which was designed to survey the
students’ attitude toward cheating included 6 items (plus a filler item). Both the first and
the second parts were in Likert format with five options to select from (appendix A). The
third part of the questionnaire focused on the cheating methods that students employ in their
educational life. This part listed 10 of the cheating methods and students were supposed to
select from the list the ones they had used before. They were also asked to add to the list if
they used other methods not present in the list. The last part of the questionnaire focused on
the reasons that students had for their cheating. Like the previous part, here again students
were subjected to a list of possible reasons for cheating and were expected to specify the
ones they thought could explain their cheating. If they had other reasons not in the list, they
were asked to add them to the list.

All the sections of the questionnaire were designed after careful analysis of the literature.
Furthermore, the researcher interviewed a number of language students and professors about
cheating, methods of doing it and the reasons behind it. Getting insights from the literature
and the faculty and students’ ideas, the questionnaire was finally developed in the Likert
format. It was prepared in students’ native language (Persian) to avoid any misunderstand-
ing. A translated copy of the questionnaire in English; however, appears in the appendix.

Data Collection and Analysis

The data for this study were collected through distributing the cheating questionnaire.
Students from different universities took part in the study through emails. Some students
were also given the questionnaire by the researcher in person. The questionnaire was given
in students’ native language to avoid any probable misunderstanding.

A series of t-test and correlational procedures was utilized to analyze the collected data in
terms of the students’ attitudes toward, reasons for, and methods of cheating on exams and
also to see whether and to what extent cheating correlated with such factors as gender, age,
field of study, academic level, marital status and occupational status.

Results of the Study

Results for the Students’ Cheating on Exams

Research Question 1: To What Extent Do the Iranian Language Students Get Engaged in
Cheating on Exams?

The first part of the questionnaire asked students if they cheat on academic exams like quizzes,
midterm and final exams. Table 1 depicts the descriptive statistics in this regard. It indicates the
occurrence of this academic misconduct among the Iranian university students. As depicted
28.78% of the students have stated that they cheat on class quizzes, 24.99% have said that they
cheat on midterm exams and 24.24% have stated that they cheat on final exams.
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Research Question 2: What Are the Iranian Language Students’ Attitudes toward Cheating?

Concerning the attitudes toward cheating, Table 2 depicts the results. It is depicted that
40.90% of the participants believe that cheating is an easy thing to do. 9.84% believe that
you have to cheat to achieve what you deserve to and that if you do not cheat you are a loser
(24.23%). It is interesting to see that 35.60% believe that cheating is a normal behavior and
that you should cheat on exams because this is what you also need in your real life as well
(18.98%). The last finding which is quite shocking is that 19.69% enjoy cheating and do it
for fun.

Research Question 3: What Are the Iranian Language Students’ Reasons for Cheating?

Regarding the reasons for cheating, the results are indicated in Table 3. More than 60% have
stated that “not being ready for the exams” is the reason for their cheating. About half of the
students believe that “the difficulty of the test” and “lack of time to study” could make them
cheat on their exams. Carless and lenient proctors, having stress at the time of the exam, not
being sufficiently motivated to study, equal treatment of the cheaters and non-cheaters are all
other reasons mentioned for cheating in the order of priority. At the lower levels it can be
seen that about a quarter of the students believe that “absence of severe punishment for the
cheaters” is a reason for cheating. A similar finding is found for the “pressure or encour-
agement on the part of classmates” to cheat. A shocking finding is that about 25% believe
that people may commit cheating only for the fun of it. Finally, 22.72% have stated

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for attitudes toward cheating

Item Strongly
agree

Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly
disagree

F P F P F P F P F P

1. Cheating is an easy thing to do. 14 10.60 40 30.30 26 19.69 44 33.33 8 6.06

2. When somebody cheats on an exam
he achieves what he deserves to.

3 2.27 10 7.57 21 15.90 51 8.63 47 35.60

3. Anybody who does not cheat is a loser. 10 7.57 22 16.66 40 30.30 29 21.96 31 23.48

4. Cheating is a normal behavior. 7 5.30 40 30.30 37 28.03 33 25 15 11.36

5. Cheating on exams is necessary because
we need to cheat in real life as well.

4 3.03 20 15.15 38 28.78 38 28.78 32 24.24

6. I enjoy cheating. 7 5.30 19 14.39 19 14.39 44 3.33 43 32.57

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the students’ cheating on exams

Item Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always

F P F P F P F P F P

1. I cheat on class quizzes. 56 42.42 38 28.78 31 23.48 7 5.30 0 0

2. I cheat on mid term exams. 61 46.21 37 28.03 27 20.45 6 4.54 1 .75

3. I cheat on final exams. 60 45.45 39 29.54 24 18.18 8 6.06 1 .75

Overall Table 1 indicates that about a quarter of the Iranian language students cheat on every exam.
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“following the example of others” as a reason for cheating. Overall, it can be seen that all the
reasons for cheating are selected by more than 20% of the participants.

Research Question 4: What Methods Do the Iranian Language Students Employ to Cheat on
Exams?

Table 4 below demonstrates the results for the methods that Iranian language students
usually employ to cheat on exams. It indicates that all the 10 methods mentioned in the
questionnaire are used at least by some students. The most common method, as indicated in
the table, is “looking at and copying from others’ test papers”. This is a technique used by
more than half of the students. “Talking to the adjacent individuals” and “using gestures to
get the answers from others” are the second and third most common methods of cheating.
An interesting finding is that some students use cell phones to cheat on the exams by sending
messages (25%) or by using the Bluetooth system to send the answers to their classmates
(19.69%). It can be seen that the least frequent method is used by about 20% of the

Table 3 Descriptive statistics of reasons for cheating

Reasons F P

1. Not being ready for the exam 80 60.60%

2. Difficulty of the test 67 50.75%

3. Lack of time to study 65 49.24%

4. Carless and lenient proctors 55 41.66%

5. having stress at the time of the exam 49 37.12%

6. Not being sufficiently motivated to study 48 36.36%

7. Cheaters and non-cheaters are treated the same 38 28.78%

8. Absence of severe punishment for the cheaters 34 25.75%

9. Pressure or encouragement on the part of the classmates 34 25.75%

10. For the fun of it 32 24.24%

11. Following the example of others (I cheat because others also do it) 30 22.72%

Table 4 Descriptive statistics for the methods of cheating

Reasons F P

1. Looking at and copying from others’ test papers 68 51.51%

2. Talking to the adjacent individuals 64 48.85%

3. Using gestures to get the answers from others 54 40.90%

4. Using one’s paper notes 46 34.84%

5. Opening the book 34 25.75%

6. Using a cell phone to send SMS 33 25%

7. Using notes written on one’s body parts, e.g. on the palm, the wrist, etc. 32 24.24%

8. Exchanging pens and erasers with the answers written on a piece of paper rolled
inside the pen or written on the erasers or using other similar stationery

28 21.21%

9. Exchanging my paper with my friend’s 26 19.69%

10. Using a cell phone to Bluetooth the answers 26 19.69%
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participants. This means that the students are familiar with all the methods and may employ
different methods based on the context.

However, it should be mentioned that not all the students took advantage of all of these
cheating methods. The majority of the students (72.31%) have been involved in cheating in
general. 15.38% have got engaged in only one type of cheating behavior; 16.92% in 2 types;
11.54% in 3 types; 14.62% in 4 to 9 different types; and 13.85% have tried all the ten types
of cheating behavior. Only 27.69% have not been involved in any type of cheating.

Results for the Factors Affecting Cheating

Research Question 5: Do the Iranian Language Students’ Cheating on Exams and Their
Attitude toward Cheating Differ as Far as Their Gender, Field of Study, Academic Level,
Occupational Status, Marital Status and Age Are Concerned?

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics for the factors affecting the cheating on academic
exams.

The lowest difference depicted in this table is for the effect of gender; that is, both male
and female students seem to have the same behavior toward cheating on exams. However,
for the other factors some more noticeable differences are depicted. To see whether the
differences found were statistically significant or not, a series of independent t-tests was run.
Table 6 indicates the results in this regard.

It can be understood from Table 6 that the differences depicted in Table 5 are statistically
significant as far as field of study, academic level, and occupational status are concerned,
whereas the differences for gender and marital status are not statistically significant. The
results of these two tables overall indicate that Literature students cheat more than TEFL
students; that BA students cheat more than MA students; and finally that jobless students
cheat more than employed students. The eta squared statistics indicate moderate effects for
the three factors (field0 .09, academic level0 .07, occupational status0 .07).

The last finding concerning the cheating on exams is related to the factor of age. Table 7
below indicates that there exists a negative correlation between cheating and age; that is,

Table 5 Descriptive statistics for the factors affecting cheating

N* Mean Std. ** Std. E.M.***

Gender Male 51 2.080 .79128 .11190

Female 78 2.006 .85658 .09699

Field of study TEFL 40 1.6776 .62034 .10063

Literature 65 2.1742 .84577 .10411

Academic Level BA 76 2.2434 .88879 .10195

MA 51 1.7667 .65583 .09777

Marital Status Single 102 2.0922 .87936 .08665

Married 24 1.8152 .54988 .11466

Occupational Status Jobless 86 2.1919 .86149 .09290

Employed 41 1.7195 .66660 .10411

*The number of participants for each factor differs, because some of the students had not provided accurate
demographic information. As such, they had to be omitted from this part of analysis. **Standard Deviation,
*** Standard Error Mean
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language students tend to cheat less as they grow older. Of course the correlation depicted in
this regard is low, though significant, based on Cohen (1988).

Results for the Factors Affecting the Attitude toward Cheating

Research Question 5: Do the Iranian Language Students’ Cheating on Exams and Their
Attitude toward Cheating Differ as Far as Their Gender, Field of Study, Academic Level,
Occupational Status, Marital Status and Age are Concerned?

Table 8 presents the results of the study for the attitude toward cheating as far as the factors of
gender, field of study, academic level, marital status, and occupational status are concerned.

The Table demonstrates similar results for male and female students; however, for the
other factors the differences depicted seem to be more noticeable. To see the statistical
significance of the differences, a number of independent t-tests were employed.

Table 9 indicates that the differences found in this regard are statistically significant based
on the participants’ field of study and occupational status, but the differences found for the
factors of gender, academic level and marital status are not statistically significant. In other
words students hold the same idea toward cheating regardless of being male or female,
single or married, and Literature or TEFL students.

Finally, the correlation found between age and the attitude toward cheating was signif-
icant, meaning that students of different ages hold different ideas toward cheating. Of course
the correlation found in this regard is low, though significant, based on the criterion put
forward by Cohen (1988).

Discussion

This study aimed at investigating the status of cheating in the Iranian academic context. It
came up with the finding that cheating is quite common among the Iranian language

Table 6 T-test results for the factors affecting cheating

t df sig (2-tailed) M.D.* Std. E. D.**

Gender .488 126 .626 −.073 .150

Field of Study −3.160 102 .002 −.496 .157

Academic Level 3.127 119 .002 .476 .152

Marital Status 1.45 124 .151 .277 .191

Occupational status 3.095 125 .002 .472 .153

*Mean Difference, ** Std. Error Difference

Table 7 Correlation between age and cheating

Age Cheating

Age Pearson Correlation 1 −.272**
Sig-(2-tailed) .003

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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students. It was found that about a quarter of the students cheat on midterm and final exams,
though the number of those who cheat on class quizzes is a bit larger (28.78%). In other
words one out of every four Iranian language students cheats on the academic exams like
midterm and final exams or class quizzes. This finding is in line with McCabe and Trevino
(1996) who found that 70% of the students cheat on exams. McCabe (1999) also found that
82% of the students were involved in one or two serious cheating and more than 25% had
repetitive test cheating.

That cheating is common among the Iranian university students could first be explained
by the attitudes they hold toward this academic misconduct. It was found that 40.90% of the
students consider cheating as an easy thing to do. With this in mind, we won’t be surprised to
see that cheating is so common among the students. If they think that cheating is easy then
they may get tempted to cheat and not to go through the cumbersome way of studying. This
temptation increases when we see that considerable number of students do not have a
negative idea toward academic cheating. The study found that 35.60% considered cheating
as a normal behavior and 24.23% stated that those who do not cheat are harmed. More
interesting was the finding that 9.84% believed that cheating is a way to achieve what you
deserve to, so it is an academic right. Having such ideas in mind, students can justify their
wrong doing and therefore tend to cheat more easily. Some students also associated cheating
with their real life and expressed that you need cheating in your academic life because this is
what you need in your real life as well (18.98%). This idea explicitly reflects the effect of

Table 8 Descriptive statistics for the factors affecting the attitude toward cheating

N Mean Std.* Std. E.M.**

Gender Male 51 3.4116 .79138 .11305

Female 78 3.4423 .80619 .09128

Field of study TEFL 40 3.7500 .70912 .11212

Literature 65 3.3103 .82279 .10205

Academic Level BA 76 3.3289 .82335 .09507

MA 51 3.5435 .78758 .11612

Marital Status Single 102 3.3660 .79880 .07909

Married 24 3.6944 .77501 .15820

Occupational Status Jobless 86 3.3333 .80724 .08705

Employed 41 3.6333 .75974 .12013

*Standard Deviation, ** Standard Error Mean

Table 9 T-test results for the factors affecting the attitude toward cheating

t df Sig (2-tailed) M.D.* Std. E.D.**

Gender −.211 127 .833 −.031 .146

Field of Study 2.799 103 .006 .440 .157

Academic Level −1.415 119 .160 −.214 .152

Marital Status −1.822 124 .071 .328 .180

Occupational status −1.978 124 .050 −.300 .152

*Mean Difference, ** Std. Error Difference
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social factors on education. This is in line with Krsak (2007) who found that 6% of the
students considered cheating as a way of life.

Vandehey et al. (2007) studied patterns of cheating in three decades from 1984 to 2004
using the same data collection instruments and procedures. Students’ cheating on exams
ranged from 23.75 in 1984 to 23.1% and 20.9% in 1994 and 2004, whereas cheating on
quizzes ranged from 22.1% in 1984 to 31.3% and 31% in 1994 and 2004 respectively.

Probably the most interesting finding related to the students’ attitude toward cheating is
that 19.69% stated that they enjoyed cheating; that is, for some students probably the only
reason for their wrong doing is the fun of it. This could be a personality factor or may be the
consequence of inappropriate educational and social norms in the modern society. Today the
idea toward cheating has changed. Students seem to believe that getting caught is wrong not
the cheating itself (Danielsen et al. 2006; Lathrop and Foss 2000).

Besides the attitudes that can explain students’ cheating on the academic exams, a
number of reasons were also expressed by the participants of the study themselves. This
information was elicited through the last part of the questionnaire asking the participants to
choose their reasons for cheating from the list or to add their reasons to the list. All the
reasons were selected by more than 20% of the participants indicating that cheating is a
multi-reason action; that is, a student who commits cheating may have more than one reason
for doing it and may have different reasons in different contexts. The most important reason
mentioned for this wrongdoing was “not being ready for the exam”; that is, many students
(60.60%) stated that the basic reason for their wrong doing was that they were not ready for
the exam; hence, they had no choice but to resort to cheating in order to pass the test or get a
good score.

“Difficulty of the test” was also the second reason mentioned for cheating. When the test
is beyond the level of the students they may cheat to deal with this difficulty. This is in line
with Ashworth et al. (1997) and Genereux and McLeod (1995) who found that students
cheat more when the test is unfair or confusing.

The third reason mentioned is “lack of time to study”. Of course this is in line with reason
1; in fact the first reason is a general one including “lack of time” as well; that is, students
may not be ready for a test due to many reasons, one of which is the lack of time to study and
get ready. The researcher himself has observed instances of this among the participants who
were his students. Some of these students were always grumbling about having lots of
materials to read and assignments to do. A few of them very candidly confessed to their
cheating saying that they had no choice when they were overwhelmed with the veracity of
readings and assignments. This finding is in line with Callahan (2004) who states that heavy
course loads are a reason for students’ cheating.

Having “careless and lenient proctors” was also mentioned as one of the main reasons for
cheating. More than 40% stated this as a reason for their wrongdoing. When proctors are not
careful enough to catch the cheaters or when they are not strict enough with those who are
caught, they are, in fact indirectly, encouraging the idea that cheating is not wrong;
otherwise, cheaters would have been punished. Closely related to the existence of careless

Table 10 Correlation between age and attitude toward cheating

Age Attitude toward Cheating

Age Pearson Correlation 1 −.224**
Sig-(2-tailed) .014

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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and lenient cheaters are “the absence of severe punishment for cheaters” and “the equal
treatment toward cheaters and non-cheaters” which were mentioned by more than 25% of
the students as the reasons for their misconduct. This is in line with the literature. Although,
the instructor vigilance has been indicated to be a deterrent to cheating (Genereux and
McLeod 1995) and that leniency encourages students to cheat (Ashworth et al. 1997;
Genereux and McLeod 1995; McCabe et al. 2001; and McCabe et al. 1999) some of the
faculty members are not careful enough in this regard.

For instance, Graham et al. (1994) found that 20% of faculty did not watch the students
while taking a test and that 26% had no statements about cheating in their syllabus. They
also found that 79% of faculty had taken a student cheating but only 9% said they penalized
the cheaters. Similarly, Wajda-Johnston et al. (2001) found that in research-oriented univer-
sities only 57.2% of the instructors were concerned with cheating and 53% took actions
against it. McCabe et al. (2001) also found that students thought that the faculty are not strict
enough in dealing with cheating and cheaters. Finally, Diekhoff et al. (1999) found that only
3% of cheaters reported having ever been caught.

It seems that some of the instructors are not careful enough or prefer not to report the
students’ cheating to the university (Jendrek 1989; McCabe et al. 2001; Nuss 1984; Singhal
1982; Wright and Kelly 1974) because of lack of administrative support (e.g. Coalter et al.
2007; Roig & Ballew 1994), time constraints, fear of backlash, and misunderstanding of the
policies (Roig & Ballew 1994).

For example, McCabe and Trevino (1993) found that faculty prefer to handle the cheating
directly and not report the students’ cheating to the university because of the extensive time
and energy that one should spend to go through the administrative procedures to document
and prove the cheating which sometimes makes the faculty and not the dishonest student
appear guilty.

In the same line, Graham et al. (1994) found that faculty did not punish the cheaters who
were caught due to: 1. emotional consequences of reacting to cheating such as stress, fear,
etc. and 2. The excessive time and efforts that are needed to collect the required evidence in
pursuing a charge of cheating.

Similarly, Coalter et al. (2007) found that 82.9% of the faculty believed that taking action
against cheaters when caught depended on the adequacy of evidence. They believed that if
the act of cheating is only witnessed by the faculty, the student will claim innocent and
nothing could be done, therefore it is better for the faculty to ignore it. 12.2% also stated that
time is a factor that may reduce taking actions against cheaters.

Finally, Problems in reacting to cheating havemade some think that dealing with a cheater is
one of the most negative aspects of being a faculty member (Keith-Spiegel et al. 1998).

All of this has certainly had a great role in making cheating become an epidemic dishonesty.
As the faculty members get more disappointed in dealing with cheating and cheaters, students
become more confident in their cheating and less worried about the consequences of their
actions. This is where punishment can play an influential role in decreasing cheating. Genereux
andMcLeod (1995) and Burns et al. (1998) found that threat of punishment was a top deterrent
to cheating. Similarly, Vandehey et al. (2007) emphasizing the role of punishment, express the
following as deterrents to cheating: 1. embarrassment of being caught, 2. being dropped by the
faculty, 3. fear of the university’s response, 4. fear of receiving F, and 5. Guilt.

Studies have also indicated a high correlation between cheating and students’ perception
of the faculty attitude toward cheating. Students cheat less when they perceive that their
instructors are careful enough and will react to their cheating (Corcoran and Rotter 1989;
Lim and Coalter 2006; McCabe et al. 2001; McLaughlin & Ross 1989; Tom and Borin 1988;
Wajda-Johnston et al. 2001; Zelna and Bresciani 2004).
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In addition to the lenient instructors, another group of instructors is to be blamed for
students’ cheating. Such instructors or teachers are in fact cheaters themselves and have the
most influential effect on transferring this idea to students that cheating on exams is a normal
behavior and there is nothing wrong with it. In describing such teachers, Rossi and Sweeney
(2002) state that some teachers are guilty because of a number of improprieties including
giving tips during the exam, walking around the class and pointing to the correct answers,
erasing the wrong answers and writing the correct answers for the questions that are left
blank by the student. The researcher of this paper has also witnessed such behaviors during a
decade of teaching in the Iranian high schools. Though the number of such teachers was low,
they had their own justification for this wrong doing. They, for example, believed that not all
the students have enough time to study. Some of them have to work to help their families
manage their living. So they thought such students deserved help on the part of their teachers
as due to working they didn’t have time to study and their score was not really representative
of their ability. Some other students were benefited by their teachers too: those who had
failed a course for two or more succeeding years. Teachers thought these students could not
pass a test on their own as probably they did not have the talent to do so or because they
couldn’t study well due to many problems. This was especially observed about a decade ago
when the educational system was not semester-based. In this system each grade lasted for a
year and a student had to get a passing score in all the subject areas before being able to go to
higher levels. This meant that even if a student failed in one course, he had to repeat the
whole grade with all the courses for one more year, no matter how good he or she was in
other courses. Therefore, some teachers thought that this system of education was not fair
and tried to help the student who had failed one or two courses to prevent his repeating of all
the other courses for one more year. Fortunately, today the educational system has changed.
It is semester-based and students only repeat the courses they have failed and they no longer
need to repeat the whole program.

Finally, other reasons mentioned by students for cheating were “having stress at the time
of the exam”, “not being sufficiently motivated to study”, “pressure or encouragement on the
part of the classmates”, “following the example of others”, and “having fun”.

The study also focused on the methods of cheating employed by the students. The
majority of the students (72.31%) stated that they were involved in the act of cheating.
15.38% have got engaged in only one type of cheating behavior; 16.92% in 2 types; 11.54%
in 3 types; 14.62% in 4 to 9 types; and 13.85% in all the ten types of cheating behavior. Only
27.69% were not involved in cheating. The most common method of cheating was found to
be “looking at and copying from others' test papers”. The relevant literature provides
evidence for this finding. For example, Genereux and McLeod (1995) found that over
25% of the students in their study shared the exam questions and allowed others to copy
from their exam papers. Lim and See (2001) also found that communicating with other
students was quite common. They also found that 54.2% copied from neighbors during a
quiz without their realizing and that 52.3% used notes. Nazir and Aslam (2009) also report
25% of copying exam sheets; 60% of helping others copy your exam sheet, and 10% of
using notes. Similarly, Sims (1995) and Lim and See (2001) found that exam-related
cheating including using crib notes was the most serious type of academic dishonesty.
Lim and See (2001) report 15.6% of using notes in this regard. Finally, Klein et al. (2007)
found that students in their study perceived using unauthorized notes and copying from
others’ exam papers as the most conspicuous types of cheating.

Other common methods of cheating used by students included “talking to the adjacent
individuals” and “using gestures to get the answers from others” which were the second and
third most common methods. The least common methods were also “using a cell phone to
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Bluetooth the answers” and “exchanging papers with one’s friend's, though even such
methods were used by more than 20% of the students”.

A couple of points comes to mind when the results of the study concerning the methods
of cheating are examined. It seems that “the existence of careless and lenient proctors” which
was mentioned by more than 40% of the students as a reason for their cheating could also be
the basic reason for the type of methods used for cheating. Most of the methods mentioned
in the questionnaire are very explicit methods that can easily be noticed if the proctors are
careful enough. Furthermore, these are very cliché methods that almost everybody knows of;
hence, the fact that even the least common methods are used by more than 20% of the
students indicates that they feel quite safe in cheating. It also indicates that the cheaters are
not worried about the consequences of being caught. All of this means that the instructors are
not careful enough in getting the cheaters and are not strict enough in dealing with their
cheating.

Concerning the factors affecting cheating, the study indicated that cheating in the Iranian
academic context is not influenced by the student’s gender; that is, the students had the same
behavior toward cheating regardless of being “male or female”. This finding is in line with
(Diekhoff et al. 1996; Fisher 1970; Haines et al. 1986; Jordan 2001; Malone 2006; Stevens
and Stevens 1987; Vitro and Schoer 1972) but stands in contrast to many studies which have
found that males have a higher tendency to cheat (Al-Qaisy 2008; Baird 1980; Becker and
Ulstad 2007; Bowers 1964; Calabrese and Cochran 1990; Crown and Spiller 1998; Davis et
al. 1992; Genereux and McLeod 1995; Lim and See 2001; McCabe and Trevino 1997;
Michaels and Miethe 1989; Nazir and Aslam 2009; Newstead et al. 1996; Whitley et al.
1999) and a few studies that have found that females cheat more (DePalmer et al. 1995;
Stern & Havlicek 1986). In explaining the gender effect, Becker and Ulstad (2007) refer to
“risk aversion”. Females may try to avoid the negative consequences of cheating and as such
have more tendencies toward ethical behavior. Males, however, are less concerned with
ethical issues and therefore may take risk and commit acts of dishonesty. Similar findings are
reported by Byrnes et al. (1999) who demonstrated that males are more risk takers in this
regard and Tibbetts (1997) who states females usually prefer to avoid shame. McCabe et al.
(2006) also state that men may be conditioned to accept less ethical behavior in order to
achieve desired results. Similar ideas were previously mentioned by Buckley et al. (1998).

The findings of the present study could, however, be explained by what Ward and Beck
(1990) state in the sense that females will also tend to act unethically when they can find
some justifications for their breaking of the ethical rules or when they fail to see the
consequences of their actions. This will make males and females act similarly with regard
to cheating. Many students in the present study believed that their instructors are not careful
enough to detect cheating and they are not strict enough with cheaters, so it is not strange
that males and females had the same cheating behavior.

As for the marital status, the results were the same as those for gender. No significant
difference was found between single and married students in their cheating. This is not in
line with the literature as more tendencies have been found in single students to cheat
(Haines et al. 1986; Vandehey et al. 2007; Whitley 1998).

The study, however, indicated that the student’s field of study, academic level, and
occupational status affect the degree of cheating on academic exams. BA students were
found to significantly cheat more than MA students. It should be mentioned that first of all,
MA students, due to their higher academic level, are expected to know more about the
principles underlying the good academic behavior and observe these principles more than
BA students; although one may say that the mere knowledge of the principles may not
necessarily lead to more observance of those principles. A second explanation for the lower
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cheating of MA students can be traced to the effect of age. The present study found that age
was significantly and of course negatively related to cheating; meaning that as age increases
cheating decreases. Therefore, MA students may cheat less because they are usually older
than BA students. As students get older they become more knowledgeable and experienced
and tend to observe more of the academic integrity principles. Furthermore, older students
seem to have more appreciation for ethics. This is what almost every teacher who has had
experience of teaching at different age levels can confirm. The literature also supports this
finding. Borkowski and Ugras (1998) in a meta-analysis reviewing several hundred studies
came to the point that students become more ethical with age.

Probably, a less pleasant explanation for this finding is related to the size of BA and MA
classes in the Iranian universities. Usually BA classes are much more crowded than MA
ones. This means that it is more difficult for MA students to cheat. What Sikes (2009)
mentions about plagiarism in MA classes could also be extended to their cheating behavior.
Sikes (ibid) states that because of the close relationship that exists between the professors
and MA students and also due to the supervisory role of the professors, plagiarizing is more
difficult for MA students.

The study also indicated that field of study may make a significant difference in cheating.
It was found that Literature students cheated more than TEFL students. This finding could be
explained through one of the limitations of the present study. Almost all of the TEFL
students who took part in the present study were MA students whereas the Literature
students were selected from both MA and BA levels. This was because of two reasons.
First of all, TEFL is a field that is basically offered at MA and Ph.D. levels in Iran and few
universities have TEFL at the BA level. This is in contrast to the Literature which is offered
at all BA, MA and Ph.D. levels. Hence, the sample of TEFL students was mostly limited to
MA students, whereas the sample of literature students included many BA students as well.
This heterogeneity of the samples in terms of the academic level was also to some extent
related to the sampling technique used in this study as well. The study employed convenient
sampling and this lowered the chance of having BA students of TEFL in the study as BA
students of TEFL form a very small population in Iran. Therefore, it seems that what is
presented as the result of the field of study is in fact the effect of the academic level.

Another finding of the study was that occupational status significantly affected the degree
of cheating. It was found that jobless students cheated more than employed students. This
can probably be related to the psychological status of the employed students. Usually
employed students are more motivated to study as they have fewer (economic) problems.
They are also normally less stressed as they are not worried about their future. Probably such
issues overall lead employed students to deal with the exams in a more relaxed and moral
ways than jobless students. This finding is in line with Vandehey et al. (2007) who found
that cheaters were less likely to have a full-time job, but stands in contrast to Klein et al.
2007 and Becker and Ulstad (2007) who found no difference between the jobless and
employed students.

The study also found that gender, academic level and marital status did not significantly
affect the students’ attitude toward cheating whereas field of study and occupational status
made a significant difference in this regard. It was found that employed students cared more
for academic integrity than jobless students. It was also found that Literature students cared
less for academic integrity than TEFL students. Of course as mentioned before, this finding
seems to be mixed with the effect of the academic level due to the type of sampling.

Finally, the study found that age was also significantly related to the attitude toward
cheating. This also makes sense as age was also found to be an important factor in the degree
of cheating. The study found that cheating decreased with age as older students tended to
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cheat less. This means that older students have a more negative idea toward cheating as an
academic misconduct and that’s why they also cheat less. This is in line with the findings of
many studies reviewed by Borkowski and Ugras (1998). Reese (1998) also states that with
an increase in work experiences, one’s understanding of the appropriate and inappropriate
behavior also increases.

Conclusion

This study indicated that cheating is quite common among the Iranian language students. It
was found that the majority of the students are cheaters and get engage in at least one form of
cheating behavior. Different reasons were put forward for this by the students: “not being
ready for the exam”, “lack of time to study”, and “difficulty of the test” were among the most
important reasons for cheating. The study also indicated that the most common methods of
cheating are “talking to the adjacent individuals”, “copying from others' test papers”, and
“using gestures to get the answers”. It was’ also found that cheating was not influenced by
the student’s gender and marital status but significantly influenced by the field of study,
academic level, and occupational status. Age was also found to be significantly related to
cheating. Furthermore, the study found that gender, academic level and marital status did not
significantly affect the attitude toward cheating whereas field of study and occupational
status made a significant difference in this regard. Finally, the study found that age was
significantly related to the attitude toward cheating.

The fact that cheating is so common in the Iranian EFL context may lead even good and
honest students to take to cheating as they may feel that they are disadvantaged if they are
not involved in cheating (McCabe et al. 2001). Another stimulus for cheating could be GPA.
In the Iranian educational system GPA plays an important role in students’ getting accepted
in higher educational levels. As such, even good students are tempted to cheat as they know
that small variations in their GPA may prove to be important in their admission to higher
levels.

So what students need to know is that cheating is an exception not a rule that all should
follow (McCabe et al. 2001). High school students who enter higher education begin their
college or university experience with a positive attitude toward academic honesty, but if they
see that higher level students get engaged in cheating and faculty are not strict enough in
dealing with such academic dishonesty, “their idealistic view is likely to degenerate rather
quickly” (McCabe et al. 2001, p. 230). Therefore, students need education about ethics. They
should be taught the principles of academic integrity and be encouraged to follow them. Ethics
education has been indicated to have a considerable effect on students’ behavior though for
long-term and permanent changes it needs continuous reinforcement (Arlow and Ulrich 1985).
Other procedures that can be employed to reduce cheating include high punishment, widely
spaced exam seating, using essay exams instead of MC tests (Genereux and McLeod 1995);
using alternative forms for tests (Whitley 1998); adequate emphasis on commitment to maintain
high academic integrity (Whitley and Keith-Spiegel 2002); and minimizing the bureaucratic
complexity of handling cheating (Vandehey et al. 2007).

The best deterrent to cheating, however, seems to be a logical threat of punishment
(Alschuler and Blimling 1995; Diekhoff et al. 1996; Genereux and McLeod 1995; Graham
et al. 1994; Vandehey et al. 2007). Vandehey et al. (2007) conclude that punitive deterrents
have a stronger effect on cheating than internal factors such as feeling of guilt or social
deterrents. It should, however, be mentioned that if punishment is too strict, the instructors
tend not to use it (Alschuler and Blimling 1995).
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Finally, in line with Danielsen et al. (2006) it should be mentioned that changing the
current culture of academic dishonesty cannot be much successful unless there are clear
policies and appropriate and rapid reactions to any integrity violations. Instructor responsi-
bilities and administrative support work hand in hand to guarantee the examination security.

Limitations of the Study

This study may suffer from the sampling procedure employed in selecting the participants.
The study was based on convenient sampling; that is, mostly those students who were
volunteers took part in the study. As such, the sample may not necessarily be a representative
sample. This may limit the genrelizability of the results to all the Iranian students. Further-
more, the fact that the size of the sample was small could also reduce generelizability and
therefore caution is needed in applying the results of the study.
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