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Abstract
The problem of academic dishonesty in general and exam cheating in particular, has been 
ubiquitous in schools, colleges, and universities around the world. This paper reports on 
the findings from teachers’ and students’ experiences and perceptions of exam cheating at 
Nepali schools, colleges, and universities. In so doing, the paper highlights the challenges 
of maintaining academic integrity in Nepali education systems. Based on qualitative re-
search design, the study data were collected by employing semi-structured interviews with 
the teachers and the students. Findings from the study indicated that over-emphasized 
value given to marks/grades and the nature of exam questions among others were the 
predominant factors. Our findings contribute to the practical understanding that academic 
institutions in Nepal have largely failed to communicate the value of academic honesty 
and integrity to the students of all levels of education despite the increasing prevalence of 
exam cheating. Therefore, exam cheating requires urgent attention from academic institu-
tions, educators, and education leaders to educate students about the long-term educational 
and social values of academic honesty and integrity.

Keywords  Exam cheating · Academic dishonesty · Academic integrity · Peers’ 
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Introduction

Research highlights that the fundamental obligation of students and faculties in educa-
tional institutions is to uphold academic integrity and exhibit high standards of performance 
(Mensah et al., 2018). However, the issue of academic dishonesty remains prevalent among 
students from school through higher education systems throughout the world (Chiang et 
al., 2022; Kasler et al., 2023; Zhao et al., 2022). The widespread prevalence of academic 
dishonesty such as exam cheating, plagiarism, contract cheating, and other forms of assess-
ment fraud, for example, has long emerged as a serious threat to academic integrity within 
educational institutions (Kasler et al., 2023; Roe, 2022). Although exam cheating is not a 
new phenomenon, it has become a matter of particular concern among education and psy-
chology scholars over the past few decades (Anderman & Koenka, 2017; Błachnio, 2019). 
While extensive research has been conducted on exam cheating, most of the studies have 
examined this phenomenon in the contexts of developed countries such as the US (McCabe 
et al., 2001; Whitley & Kost, 1999), Canada (Awosoga et al., 2021; Hughes & McCabe, 
2006; Jurdi et al., 2012), the UK (Bacon et al., 2020), and Australia (Busch & Bilgin, 2014) 
among others. Also, comparisons of this phenomenon among these countries and of these 
countries with other countries have been more frequent (Awosoga et al., 2021; Bernardi 
et al., 2012; Lupton & Chaqman, 2002; Preiss et al., 2013). Moreover, most of the studies 
previously published have particularly focused on either graduate students (Bucciol et al., 
2020), college students (Awosoga et al., 2021), or school students (Dejene, 2021), whereas 
relatively few studies have explored cheating behaviors from school through university stu-
dents. On top of that, in developing countries like Nepal, where exam cheating has long 
become commonplace in examinations of all levels (Gautam, 2017; The Himalayan Times, 
2017), it has rarely become a matter of academic discussion until now. Studies indicate that 
cheating in an educational context can result in far-reaching academic and social conse-
quences such as loss of learning opportunities, unjustified credentials, low levels of knowl-
edge, production of incompetent graduates, and lack of confidence in the whole education 
systems (Chala, 2021; Miller et al., 2017).

Given the issues raised in the international context, it is possible that there is a multi-
plicity of issues which relate to exam cheating in Nepal. These issues have not yet been 
explored and need attention, something which this study addresses. With this rationale in 
mind, this study answers two major questions:

	● How do teachers and students conceptualize exam cheating practices in Nepal?
	● In teachers and students’ experience, what factors have contributed to exam cheating 

practices in schools, colleges, and universities of Nepal, and in what ways such chal-
lenges can be deterred?

We believe this paper will both add value to the international literature on academic dis-
honesty and fill the paucity of literature on Nepali students’ exam cheating practices from 
schools through higher education. In doing so, our study primarily aims to highlight the 
information regarding how educational leaders, teachers, and students need to respond to 
the burgeoning culture of exam cheating practices to ensure academic honesty and integrity 
in Nepali education systems.
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Country Context

As a resolution of a decade-long (1996–2006) armed conflict, Nepal transitioned from 
constitutional monarchy to federalism. As a result, Nepal promulgated new constitution in 
2015 and embarked on its journey towards federal restructuring (Rankin et al., 2018). The 
three-layered governments, provisioned in that rearrangement, are entrusted with concur-
rent responsibilities to coordinate in public issues, including educational affairs (Daly et 
al., 2020). However, the process of reorganizing educational structures, including higher 
education, by federalizing “educational institutions as per the essence of the constitution of 
Nepal” is still on its way (Baral, 2016, p. 45).

School-level education, in Nepal, covers from Grade I to Grade XII (5-16-year-old chil-
dren) and education after Grade XII has now been defined as higher education (Ministry of 
Education, 2016). There are twelve universities, and five medical academies offering higher 
education in Nepal (UGC, 2022b). In the year 2020-21, 1,437 higher education institu-
tions enrolled a total of 466,828 students (167,107 students in constituent, 167,840 students 
in private, and 131,881 students in community campuses) in different academic programs 
(UGC, 2022a). These institutions run various programs on annual and semester systems at 
Bachelor’s, Master’s, MPhil, and Ph.D. levels and evaluate their students as per their rules 
and regulations.

While assessing school level students, terminal examinations are conducted in their 
respective schools and final examinations are conducted at local and provincial levels. 
But the final examinations of Grade XII are administered by National Education Board. In 
higher education, both internal and final examinations are in practice, but they are executed 
differently in different universities and subjects with differences in the weightage of inter-
nal and final examinations. Mostly, exam offices run these examinations with the physical 
presence of the students in the designated exam centers. But during the Covid era, some 
universities postponed their exams for a while, some administered online exams, and some 
institutions conducted exams in their home centers.

The Nepali education system has some explicit problems. Researchers’ calls for the need 
of strengthening it indicates the existing complications that surround it. Baral (2021, p. 137), 
for instance, indicated “centralized institutional arrangements” of higher education institu-
tions as a hindrance, and Nepali higher education is not fully directed toward contemporary 
global needs of HE owing to the dearth of both timely updated courses and skilled teachers. 
The pass rate of students is also not satisfactory. For instance, in 2020-21, only 41% students 
from Tribhuvan University, which had the highest number of enrollment (347,269 students), 
passed their respective exams (UGC, 2022b). But there are some privately funded institu-
tions that consider “pass with high percentage as the indicator of quality education” (Baral, 
2016, p. 42) and always focus to make their students pass with good marks/grades.

Amidst these complications, University Grants Commission, in 2020-21, endorsed mul-
tiple policy documents aiming to fulfill the promises of higher education to produce skilled 
human resources (UGC, 2022a).
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Review of Literature

Academic cheating is broadly linked to any dishonest act that tricks, defrauds, and fools the 
instructors/teachers with the sole aim of yielding academic advantages to those involved 
(Davis et al., 2009). Researchers maintain that such unethical activities are predominantly 
aimed at evading the assessment process to gain an unfair advantage to better results which 
are often inaccurate and misleading (Cizek & Wollack, 2016; Srikanth & Asmatulu, 2014). 
Although scholars hold diverse views regarding academic dishonesty in general, exam 
cheating, in particular, is often associated with unethical means and fraudulent actions that 
examinees take before, during, or after examinations have been administered. Scholars, 
for instance, have demonstrated that while potential opportunities for examinees, in terms 
of when and how they cheat, may be wide-ranging and vast, cheating can mainly occur at 
any point of the three major stages of the examination process—development, administra-
tion, and scoring (Cizek & Wollack, 2016). Available literature has particularly linked exam 
cheating—whether in the offline or online environment—to an act of using unauthorized 
materials and information by potential examinees while examinations are being adminis-
tered (Dawson, 2021; Krienert et al., 2022). Traditional method of exam cheating broadly 
entails, but not limited to, the use of cheat sheets, crib notes, notebooks, etc., by examinees 
to write one’s exams; copying from peers’ answer sheets in the exam hall; collaborating 
with other examinees or staff to obtain and use unauthorized resources; gaining help from 
outsiders; and having access to question papers or contents before the examinations (Chala, 
2021). Further, with the rapid expansion of digital technologies, technology-based learning, 
and e-assessment methods, new modes of cheating techniques have emerged over the years 
(Dawson, 2021). More specifically, examinees can engage in e-cheating by accessing unau-
thorized materials and information through the use of digital technologies such as comput-
ers, cell phones, Internet, earpieces, smart watches, and social media among others, whether 
in the offline or online examination environment (Chirumamilla et al., 2020; Dawson, 2021; 
Krienert et al., 2022; Noorbehbahani et al., 2022).

A plethora of research has shown that exam cheating has always existed, whereas a large 
proportion of students from all levels of education around the world continue to report their 
engagement in exam cheating, at least once in their academic careers (Bacon et al., 2020; 
Bernardi et al., 2012; Busch & Bilgin, 2014; Chala, 2021; Davis et al., 2009; Kobayashi & 
Fukushima, 2012; Krienert et al., 2022; Ma et al., 2013; McCabe et al., 2012). For example, 
research conducted between 2002 and 2010 by McCabe et al. (2012) and other follow-up 
studies conducted by International Center for Academic Integrity (2020) indicated that 60% 
of university students and 95% of high school students respectively admitted of cheating 
using either traditional or technology-driven method. In a recent study, Chala (2021) found 
a huge prevalence of exam cheating among students, with the rate of 81% of undergraduate 
students reporting their involvement in exam cheating at least once. Other recent studies, 
which investigated students’ cheating practices on online examination amid the COVID-19 
pandemic, have also replicated prior findings although more studies are required to measure 
the extent of impacts COVID-19 had on academic integrity (Jenkins et al., 2022).

Although there is no simple answer to what contributes to students’ exam cheating, stud-
ies have reported multifaceted causes that induce this phenomenon within educational insti-
tutions. ‘Cheating in school: What we know and what we can do?’ by Davis et al. (2009) 
is perhaps one of the most comprehensive studies investigating students’ cheating behav-

1 3

306



Academic Dishonesty Within Higher Education in Nepal: An Examination…

iors in all segments of education. Based on their study, Davis et al. (2009) have identified 
situational factors, dispositional factors, and changes in attitudes, values, and morals of 
students, and other external factors (pressure for grades, size of classes, nature of exams 
among others) as the major determinants of exam cheating practices. When it comes to dis-
positional factors, they, nonetheless, argue that students’ morality and ethical development, 
academic motivation, naturalized perception of peers’ cheating, perceived risks of cheating, 
and sense of accountability have significant impacts on cheating behaviors. Other studies 
have highlighted that exam cheating has its preoccupation with fear of failure and elevated 
stress and pressure for achievement or competition for better grades (Anderman & Koenka, 
2017; Bujaki et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2013). Given the fact that better grades are often the 
strongest predictor of one’s admission into desired colleges or universities, career prospects, 
and academic status, students are often motivated to cheat (Henry et al., 2021). Further, in 
their multivariate analysis of a national sample of 2,503 college students, Yu et al. (2017) 
indicated that several individual factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, academic 
year, lack of self-control, purposes in life, college experience, involvement in extracurricu-
lar activities, employment, lack of preparation for exams, perceptions and attitudes toward 
cheating behaviors, perception of faculty’s responses against cheating, and cheating envi-
ronment had significant impacts on students’ cheating. Moreover, research suggests that 
perception of peers’ cheating behaviors, honour codes, and personality traits are other influ-
ential factors in students’ frequency and the likelihood of exam cheating (Malesky et al., 
2022; McCabe et al., 2012; Zhao et al., 2022). Other studies indicate that perceived opportu-
nity and absence of punishment can equally contribute to students’ cheating (Dejene, 2021; 
Walters & Morgan, 2019). Moreover, based on their review of 58 publications on online 
cheating practices published between 2010 and 2021, Noorbehbahani et al. (2022) identi-
fied four major factors (teacher-related, institutional, internal, and environmental factors) 
that could lead to students’ exam cheating behaviors. In addition, numerous studies have 
highlighted that the advancement of digital technologies, rapid expansion of e-assessment, 
availability of search engines, and accessibility of information as significant factors affect-
ing students’ exam cheating behaviors (Kelley & Dooley, 2014; Krienert et al., 2022; Noor-
behbahani et al., 2022; Srikanth & Asmatulu, 2014).

A plethora of research has outlined students’ perceptions of exam cheating. However, 
empirical studies focused on faculties’ attitudes are relatively scanty. Available studies show 
that although faculty and students often perceive exam cheating as a serious form of aca-
demic misconduct, they respond to exam cheating practices in diverse ways, many of which 
seem to undermine the value of academic integrity (Catacutan, 2021; Chirikov et al., 2020; 
MacLeod & Eaton, 2020). For example, MacLeod and Eaton’s (2020) study investigated 
that although university teachers expressed serious concerns about increased prevalence of 
academic dishonesty, including exam cheating, the majority of them showed their unwill-
ingness to consistently report such malpractices to the concerned authorities due to their 
feeling of unsupportive and burdensome administrative process. Further, in their study Bur-
gason et al. (2019) found that a large number of university students (71%) taking distance 
learning course did not regard looking at their notes as cheating during online exams; rather 
the examinees viewed it as a trivial act. Further, in a survey conducted among university 
undergraduates, Henry et al. (2021) reported that, although students were found to have 
anti-cheating perceptions, they justified their cheating as a means to attain scholarships and 
meet parents’ expectations. Similarly, in another study conducted among undergraduate stu-
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dents, Chala (2021) figured out that although the majority of the students (81%) perceived 
most cheating behaviors as forms of serious academic misconduct, they were found to have 
continuously engaged in exam cheating. More interestingly, 91–93% of the students in the 
same study admitted to having whispered answers to others or allowed others to copy their 
answers during examinations at least once, rationalizing these behaviors as moderate acts.

It becomes clear that academic institutions are facing increasing challenges regarding 
how to mitigate students’ pervasive cheating behaviors. Based on empirical evidences that 
explain students’ motivation, rationalization, and methods of cheating, scholars have rec-
ommended that faculty and institutions adopt a wide range of strategies to reduce the prob-
ability of students’ involvement in such actions, whether in offline or online environment. 
These strategies entail but are not entirely limited to, warning and counselling about the 
consequences of cheating (Asokan et al., 2013; Corrigan-Gibbs et al., 2015; Fontaine et al., 
2020); having regular discussions with students regarding virtues of academic integrity and 
its long-term social benefits (Miller et al., 2017; Tabsh et al., 2019; Vučković et al., 2020); 
breaking friendship chain or maintaining proper spacing between examinees and careful 
invigilation (Topîrceanu, 2017); and adopting deterrent-based approaches, such as the impo-
sition of harsh penalties (Chirikov et al., 2020). Other studies, albeit entirely focused on 
online examination contexts, have suggested adopting “cheat-resistant” exam design such 
as designing open-book exams or knowledge-based questions/essays that require examinees 
to demonstrate high-order thinking and critical abilities (Nguyen et al., 2020). Furthermore, 
Nugroho et al. (2023) have proposed the implementation of an effective proctoring system 
within learning management systems to verify the users, lockdown browsers, and automati-
cally counter students’ potential cheating behaviors.

It seems that most of the strategies have been predominantly premised either on distrust 
of students or efforts of educational institutions and educators to foster character improve-
ment and moral obligations in students (Miller, 2013). Nonetheless, educating students that 
academic honesty and integrity are the utmost priority of education and enhancing moral 
obligation have been often regarded as the most effective deterrents to all the forms of aca-
demic dishonesty, including exam cheating (Birks et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2017).

Methodology

This study based on a qualitative research approach employed phenomenological interpreta-
tive design (Cohen et al., 2017) intending to examine teachers’ and students’ experiences 
and perceptions of exam cheating practices in Nepali educational institutions. Owing to 
the nature of the study which aimed to investigate unethical practices in examinations, the 
researchers initially faced challenges in finding potential voluntary respondents for this 
research project. Using the researchers’ three colleagues, who were serving as teachers in 
different universities, as gatekeepers (De Laine, 2000), voluntary respondents were sought 
at schools, colleges, and universities in Nepal. The researchers’ colleagues (none of them 
were involved as respondents in this study) assisted in locating three respondents (teachers). 
Following this, other respondents were recruited in the study adopting a snowball sampling 
technique (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981), through which the early respondents assisted in 
recruiting their friends/students as potential research respondents. Altogether, 6 full-time 
and 6 part-time university teachers (many of whom informed that they were also teaching 
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in schools and colleges at the time of data collection) and 18 students (3 each from two high 
schools, two colleges/constituent campuses, and two universities) showed their willingness 
to take part in this research project as respondents. Following ethical guidelines, informed 
consent was obtained from all the respondents after we had emailed them an information 
sheet and consent form through emails or communicated on Facebook Messenger. To main-
tain the research ethics, confidentiality, and anonymity of the respondents and education 
institutions as suggested by Cohen et al. (2017), respondents names were anonymised as 
detailed in Table 1.

After we received informed consent from all the respondents involved in this study, an 
interview schedule was used to interview them individually on videoconferencing tools 
such as Zoom, Google Meet, and Facebook Messenger based on what suited them. We 
employed semi-structured interviews (half an hour to an hour) to elicit the study data from 
the respondents. Consulting existing literature on academic dishonesty in general and exam 
cheating in particular, 14 representative open-ended interview questions were initially 
designed for both teachers and students. In this situation, Galletta’s (2013) ideas were use-
ful to guide the researchers in designing primary questions and framing sub-questions and 
probes both to generate unstructured responses from each respondent and create deeper dis-
cussion with them on the study topic. The interviews were conducted on multiple occasions 
and audio-recorded on smartphones and laptops for later transcription and analysis. The 
audio-recorded data were then translated, transcribed, systematically coded, and collated to 
identify emergent themes, and critically analyzed by following inductive coding schemes 
based on a thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Results

Experiences, Attitudes, and Perceived Consequences of Exam Cheating

All the respondents involved in this study reported that exam cheating was a common phe-
nomenon they had routinely witnessed in schools, colleges, and universities. Also, both 
teachers’ and students’ reported information revealed that while exam cheating was preva-
lent in all the segments of education, students’ propensity to cheat was relatively higher in 
the examinations of final years/terms of all the academic levels—SEE (previously SLC), 
Grade XII, Semester End Examinations of Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. When asked 
about cheating experiences, although the majority of teachers and students showed their 
willingness to report their peers/colleagues/students’ cheating behaviors, they initially 
seemed reluctant to disclose their engagement in exam cheating. Nonetheless, all the stu-

Respondents’ Related 
Faculties

Students Teachers
+ 2 Bachelor Master

Humanities and Social 
Sciences

S3 S12, S13 S10 T3, T5, 
T7, T9

Management S4, 
S6,

S8 S9, S11 T2, T6, 
T12

Education S1 S17, S18 S5 T1, T4,
Science, Engineering 
and Medicine

S2, 
S15

S7 S14, S16 T8, T10, 
T11

Table 1  Respondents’ profile*

*Students are anonymized as 
S1-S18 and teachers as T1-T12
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dents and the teachers (except one teacher) confessed that they had cheated at least once 
on examinations. Surprisingly, the majority of teachers and students admitted that they had 
cheated either in their SLC/SEE or + 2 examinations for the first time. For many students, 
exam cheating was likely to continue throughout higher education. The data also indicated 
that cheating behavior patterns between the teachers and students differed significantly. For 
example:

I was writing my SLC exam, and we had been asked to draw and label a four-stroke 
petrol engine. I did not intend to cheat, but what happened was that I noticed a sheet of 
paper with the required diagram being circulated from underneath our desks. I quickly 
looked into it to confirm if my labeling was okay. (T5)
I cheated in school and college, and even if I get a chance in future exams, won’t be 
an exception […] You know everybody cheats if their luck favors them. If you know 
the guards, you can also ask them sometime. I remember while I was in + 2, teachers 
told us the answers at the end of the exam […]. (S9)

Both T5 and S9’s expressions represent the voice of many other teachers and students who 
indicated that cheating had become an epidemic in educational institutions. Also, S9’s voice 
emulated the lived- experience of many other students who regarded the opportunity to 
cheat as luck, which was often ensured in coordination with peers, invigilators, and even 
teachers. Further, all the respondents reported that they had witnessed an intense form of 
cheating behaviors such as mass cheating on examinations of all levels in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, S8 commented:

All the exams were held in home centers during the pandemic. Everybody cheated and 
even invigilators facilitated cheating. You know, those who had failed their + 2 exam 
multiple times in the past, passed during this time. Even some who had quit their study 
also filled out the form and passed their exams.

S8’s voice reflected the idea that COVID-19 had not only adversely affected learning 
activities but also hampered the evaluation process in which mass cheating was only the 
viable option for educational institutions, teachers, and students to cover the loss of learn-
ing opportunities and ensure faked academic improvement. This indicated that the teachers 
were unable to properly diagnose students’ real abilities and largely failed to address the 
shortcomings of many students who had continuously failed in the previous examinations.

Although all the students admitted their engagement in diverse ways of cheating behav-
iors (which we have detailed in the following section) both before and during the COVID-
19 pandemic, their understanding of what constitutes cheating, to a greater extent, seemed 
limited. Interestingly, although all the students perceived cheating behaviors as dishonest 
activities, they viewed using crib notes, cheat sheets, and technological devices only as seri-
ous forms of cheating.

However, it should be noted that all the respondents perceived exam cheating as a devi-
ant act that could largely question both the credibility of exam systems and the academic 
spirit of educational institutions, teachers, and students. In their view, although exam cheat-
ing could result in unfair evaluation and reduced educational engagement, which would, 
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in the long run, deteriorate the learning abilities and skills of students, it was still routine 
practice in their schools, colleges, and universities. For instance, T9 added:

It’s a serious crime and continues to plague higher education. It does not only hinder 
the evaluation process but also impairs skills that learners are expected to gain. Even 
unprepared students who cheat might score more than the one who devotes more time 
to study […] such a sick culture certainly demotivates true learners.

Like T9, other teachers expressed their concerns about the unfair assessment processes that 
could undermine the quality and skills promised by university degrees. Similar to T9, many 
teachers and students commented that exam cheating could have adverse impacts not only 
on the academic development of cheaters but also on the psychology of students who were 
non-cheaters.

In many ways, the information provided by the respondents indicated that exam cheating 
has long become an epidemic in Nepali educational institutions. Also, their views reflected 
the fact that while the perceived seriousness of exam cheating behaviors significantly var-
ies among them, exam cheating can largely impair the academic integrity that educational 
institutions, teachers, and students are expected to adhere to.

Methods of Exam Cheating

In the interviews, almost all the respondents admitted their engagement in either or both of 
the two dominant methods of cheating—conventional method (use of pen, paper, notebooks, 
and other belongings); and modern methods (use of technological devices like calculators, 
smartphones and smartwatches). It became evident from the interviews that while almost 
all respondents confessed to adopting mainly conventional methods of cheating, half of the 
student respondents accepted adopting both the conventional and modern ways of cheating 
on examinations at least once in their academic careers. In describing conventional methods 
of cheating, both teachers and students agreed on their cheating behaviors that entailed at 
least one among using cheat sheets and crib notes; writing on body parts, clothes, admit 
cards, graph papers, and other stationery items such as geometry box; and either copying 
from or peeking at other examinees’ answer sheets, and allowing other examinees to copy 
from their answer sheets. Further, many students reported hiding cheat sheets either in the 
sleeves, socks, necktie, belt, or in “chest and undergarment” (S6) and accessing them at the 
opportune time when invigilators seemed inattentive. For example:

Many times, I have unstitched the lower section of the necktie and inserted tiny pieces 
of cheat in it. Some of my friends used to fold it inside their sleeves, others hid it 
inside their belts. Once it is in, students always know how to use them. (S9)
Students often manage to look at solutions. If they couldn’t, once they go to toilet, 
they copy it on their palms or memorize. (S18)

Other students also revealed that they had concealed cheat sheets, crib notes, and notebooks 
in the restrooms quite earlier than their exam started and accessed them once they were 
allowed to use the restrooms. Further, students shared:
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Often, there is hardly any space to place the feet in the toilet due to torn pieces of 
books, and notes on the floor […]. Only the thing is you need to find what you need. 
(S6)

With regard to modern methods, almost half of the student respondents reported using tech-
nological devices such as smartphones and smartwatches either to google the answers or 
check the shots they had taken. These students reported that their peers even used wireless 
pods and Facebook Messenger to transmit exam questions to people outside the exam hall. 
Like many students, S10 and S17 commented:

It is easier to carry a phone rather than a book and a mobile phone with internet access 
is more than just a book. (S10)
Students often hide phones inside their socks to cheat [...] It is so funny that one of my 
friends had even made a TikTok in the exam hall. (S17)

These examples illustrate how students could outsmart exam officials and invigilators and 
involve in academic dishonesty. Their voice did not only represent the voice of many other 
students but also suggested the fact that how students had normalized modern methods of 
cheating that often went unnoticed in educational institutions and motivated them to persis-
tently engage in cheating.

Surprisingly, the majority of the students regarded some forms of cheating, such as sig-
nalling answers with fingers, glancing at others’ papers, asking some questions with friends 
and teachers for clarity, and letting other examinees copy from their answer sheets as trivial 
activities. Rather, they indicated these forms of cheating had been a commonly accept-
able culture among students and teachers. Surprisingly, most respondents perceived blatant 
copying from a book, solution papers, notes, and smartphones only as serious cheating.

Factors of Exam cheating

Pressure for Marks/Grades

Almost all the respondents, both teachers and students, admitted that one of the major 
reasons behind cheating was the over-emphasis given to marks/grades. Such importance 
directed students in learning the ways of securing good grades or passing the exams disre-
garding its long-term impacts. The majority of the respondents specified “peer behaviors 
and family pressure” for marks/grades as a supportive factor of cheating. When everyone 
seemed busy cheating in the exam halls, those not previously interested also collected some 
courage for this unplanned act (S13). Similarly, S8 shared that “If I see someone cheating, 
I forget what I know and that forces me to do the wrong.” Additionally, sometimes students 
cheated to prove to themselves (in front of their family and friends) that they could pass the 
exam. S6 stated that when passing an exam becomes a “matter of reputation,” students took 
cheating as the best alternative. S7’s argument in this regard was identical to S6’s when 
he argued that the family’s direct or indirect pressure for good grades or pass marks ended 
up in cheating because what counts is grades on transcripts. The respondents revealed that 
students, chased by “score-obsession” (T7), concentrated more on ‘marks-making’ because 
it was also “associated with status” (T1) and significant criteria that would assist them to 
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be eligible in the “job market and promotion” (S11). Though the respondents shared their 
awareness about the ethical aspects of cheating— cheating violates academic rules and 
degrades institutions’ integrity, ethics, and moral values— when the psychology of “anyhow 
pass” (T9) or/and grades-mania pressurized them, students resorted for cheating as an easy 
recourse. Both teacher and student respondents, for instance, shared:

Grades are your fortune. A low grade means you can’t study in a good college with 
subjects you like and even can’t sit in an entrance. If you have good grades, you got 
your fortune even with various scholarships. (S7)
The main reason is the belief system that the marks one obtains determine his aca-
demic, social, economic, or administrative status. (T1)

These representative voices are helpful to assert how good-grade syndrome became an over-
riding motive for cheating among Nepali students. It shows their involvement in cheating 
was one way or the other directed by good future opportunities with better GPAs or higher 
percentages reflected in their transcripts.

One interesting point that we observed was that students whether academically sound 
or unsound, cheated in the exams for the sake of the marks. For S8, it was only “a matter 
of chance,” – talented students cheat to “maintain their place/position in the class” and to 
“increase their score” whereas weak students cheated “to pass their exams.” S4 aligned with 
S8 when she said, “Talented students aim to top, whereas average always aim for better.” 
Similarly, S5, also agreed with S8 and S4 when she reported that she had seen many talented 
students carrying cheats with them. It is further justified when T8 reported that many times 
he had caught diligent students red-handed in the exam halls.

Nature of Questions

The majority of the teachers and a few students pointed out the nature of questions in exami-
nations as one of the main instigators of cheating. Their main proposition was that the exam-
ination system of Nepali academic institutions either stimulated rote-learning or encouraged 
cheating to secure good grades. Teachers believed that the university questions, both in 
yearly-based and semester systems, often tested the capacity to memorize and reproduce 
information instead of expecting some creative insights as the answers to the questions. The 
data show that cheating became more frequent with the repetitive nature of the questions, or 
the questions demand to “‘define’, ‘describe’, ‘enumerate’, or ‘explain’” (S12), and question 
setters’ negligence to follow the grid. T3 expressed her dissatisfaction vis-à-vis the question 
setting. When question setters did not follow grids, she argued, students wallowed in con-
fusion and took shelter on pieces of paper, pages of notes, and mobile screens. T7 pointed 
out that if courses were designed to teach “what, how, and who only, and questions are set 
accordingly, then the answer is in the tip of a finger.” Students did not need to think at all to 
answer such questions, nor they needed to exploit their creative faculty of mind— “answer 
can be reproduced through cheating” because such questions have universal answers (T12). 
In like vein, other teachers shared:

We should add a creative edge to our questions so that students won’t be able to lift 
ready-made answers from anyone or anywhere. (T5)
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We should maneuver our questions and assignments in such a way that cheating 
becomes pointless. (T11)

These remarks made by the respondents helped us to infer how exam question patterns 
stemming from professional carelessness and lack of skill on the part of the one who sets 
them was a determining factor in encouraging students to cheat.

In many respects, reported information indicated that question patterns did not only fail to 
promote students’ creative and critical abilities but also seem to have aggravated the peren-
nial phenomenon of students’ engagement in exam cheating in Nepali educational institu-
tions. Also, teachers’ expressions call for a need to reconsider designing exam questions.

Other Factors

It became evident from the interviews with students that some of them were deprived of 
quality teaching and learning with qualified teachers. They indicated that when they were 
deprived of such a facility, the result could be course incompletion that compelled students 
to resort on cheating. Additionally, as responded, Covid became “a reason for course incom-
pletion” (S7) during the Covid years and it served as a cause for cheating. And importantly 
their final exams, during those years, were held in their home centers, and they were tempted 
to cheat in an unmonitored environment. In some cases, as respondents reported that even 
some academic institutions were agents for encouraging cheating because they pressurized 
students “to pass the exams by hook or by crook” (T6) so that they would be recognized as 
a ‘good college’ having good exam results. In other cases, students were involved in this act 
because they lacked confidence in the subject matter due to their “laziness toward study” 
(T3, S4, T2, T10) or “negligence of students” (S1, S5, S2, S16), “negligence of teachers” 
(S10, S5, S16, S17), “role of invigilators” (T3, S3, S8, S14), and “spending time on social 
media” (T3, S5). They also informed that “individual and/or family problems” (S1, S5) like 
work-study-family time management, and poor economic conditions to afford books and 
other materials forced them to shelter on cheating.

Deterring Exam Cheating

All the respondents thought that complete deterrence of exam cheating was almost unlikely 
in the education sector. Although the respondents were divided in opinions in many instances 
regarding what could prevent exam cheating, their views, to a greater extent, still pointed to 
three major strategies to discourage exam cheating among students.

Firstly, the majority of the respondents had a common understanding that if higher edu-
cational institutions transformed their focus from marks/grades to skill-based approaches to 
teaching and evaluations that promote students’ creative abilities, exam cheating could be 
significantly reduced. T1, for instance, said:

Society and the government should realize and act accordingly that one shouldn’t be 
judged only by three hours of examinations and the marks printed on a sheet of paper. 
A change could happen if students are assessed based on their creative and continuous 
performance.
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T1’s opinion emulated the voice of the majority of teachers and almost half of the students 
who highlighted that improvement in the evaluation system could significantly promote stu-
dents’ engagement and confidence in course-related content to discourage exam cheating. 
It also reflected the idea that implementing creative and continuous “labor-based, engage-
ment-based, project-based” (T8), and “performance-based evaluation systems” (T1) rather 
than “a three-hour close examination system” (S6, S11) could have significant impacts on 
students’ perceived opportunity to cheat. Some respondents, especially teachers, mentioned 
that “weak assignment design” (T7, T6, T4) was a significant factor that encouraged cheat-
ing amongst students. As they detailed in the interviews, unless the assignment requires the 
personal and original involvement of the students, students take refuge in cheating.

However, a fraction of other respondents seemed skeptical of these strategies as they 
believed that dishonest students always could locate ways to cheat regardless of the evalu-
ation system. S8, S10, and S5, for instance, thought that the evaluation system was “less 
important” and it “won’t make any difference”.

In the majority of students and slightly more than half of the teachers’ views, the sec-
ond strategy could involve imposing a robust mechanism of “vigilance” (S1, S8, S2, S15) 
both inside and outside the exam halls. To this end, they indicated that exam officials and 
invigilators need to reduce examinees’ perceived cheating opportunities by ensuring proper 
spaces between them, identifying students’ potential cheating strategies and constant moni-
toring, prohibiting technological devices, and strictly following the time limit allowed for 
restrooms and its routine monitoring or even by prohibiting restroom breaks, while exams 
are being administered.

More importantly, almost all the respondents viewed the third strategy—educating teach-
ers and students about academic honesty, morality, and accountability—would be the most 
effective approach to deterring exam cheating. For instance:

The problem in government-funded campuses is that the teachers really ignore their 
duties. They do not care whether the student study or not. They even do not bother to 
complete the course in time. (S8)
It is necessary to raise awareness that cheating leads nowhere […] inspire all […] I 
mean administrators, teachers, and students to honestly play their parts. (T10)

In sum, these examples highlighted the views of many other respondents whose voices 
emphasized that instilling educational honesty in students, motivating both teachers and 
students for moral and professional development and responsibilities, and inculcating aca-
demic culture among all could be only the most effective, sustained, and viable approach to 
deterring exam cheating in the long run.

Discussions and Conclusions

In this study, we explored teachers’ and students’ experiences and perceptions of exam 
cheating behaviors in Nepali educational institutions—school through higher education—
particularly focusing on Grade XII students (who had taken final examinations prior to 
the data collection), university undergraduate and graduate students, and teachers. In light 
of the findings, we noted that the phenomena of students’ exam cheating behaviors have 
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long been an epidemic in all levels of education in Nepal. Respondents’ narratives of exam 
cheating behaviors either in coordination with peers or exam officials and invigilators both 
pre and post Covid era painted scary pictures of academic dishonesty existing in Nepal. 
For example, out of 30 respondents (12 teachers and 18 students) involved in this study, 
11 teachers admitted having cheated at least once and all the students confessed cheating 
more than once. On top of that, the majority of students indicated that they had not only 
frequently cheated in the past, including Covid era examinations that were held in unmoni-
tored environments in home centers, but also suggested that they were more likely to cheat 
in the future examinations if they had such opportunities. This highlighted the fact that the 
frequency and likelihood of students’ engagement in exam cheating in Nepal appear to be 
far more alarming compared to the plethora of research that investigated the prevalence 
and self-reported exam cheating behaviors in the international contexts (Bacon et al., 2020; 
Bernardi et al., 2012; Busch & Bilgin, 2014; Chala, 2021; Davis et al., 2009; Kobayashi 
& Fukushima, 2012; Krienert et al., 2022; Ma et al., 2013; McCabe et al., 2012). Contrary 
to the prior research findings (International Center for Academic Integrity, 2020; McCabe 
et al., 2012), our study found that students’ exam cheating behaviors were more likely in 
higher education degrees than in high schools.

Interestingly, our findings corroborate with prior research in many instances in terms of 
how, when, and why students cheat. With regard to how examinees cheat, as indicated in 
existing literature, respondents in this study also reported having employed a range of both 
traditional and modern cheating methods to access unauthorized materials and information 
during examinations (Chala, 2021; Davis et al., 2009; Dawson, 2021; Krienert et al., 2022). 
Respondents’ reported information revealed the widespread use of cheat sheets and crib 
notes, whether hidden in the sleeves, socks, neckties, belts, chest, and undergarments or 
clues written on body parts, clothes, admit cards, graph papers, and other stationery items 
such as geometry box. Also copying from or peeking at other examinees’ answer sheets, and 
allowing other examinees to copy from their answer sheets were other common ways of 
cheating among the students. Moreover, students’ involvement in modern forms of cheating, 
particularly assisted by digital technologies such as smartphones, smartwatches, wireless 
pods, Internet, and social media, was rampant in the examinations (Dawson, 2021). Surpris-
ingly, although the majority of the students regarded most cheating behaviors as unaccept-
able, they had lenient attitudes toward some forms of cheating, such as signalling answers 
with fingers, glancing at others’ papers, asking some questions with friends and teachers for 
clarity, and letting other examinees copy from their answer sheets, which they perceived as 
trivial activities. Surprisingly, most respondents regarded only blatant copying from a book, 
solution papers, notes, and smartphones as serious cheating behaviors. More interestingly, 
the respondents (both teachers and students) suggested that many forms of cheating, includ-
ing technology-driven cheating, had been a commonly acceptable culture among students 
and teachers. In this sense, both teachers and students in Nepali educational institutions 
seem to have largely normalized cheating behaviors as minor problems while cheating was 
considered one of the highly valued social abilities among adult peers to gain an unfair 
advantage. Numerous studies have indicated that students who perceive cheating as abilities 
to garner success can be always at higher risk of normalizing cheating behaviors (Grenness, 
2022; McCabe et al., 2012; Moss et al., 2018). These findings, to a greater extent, are also 
congruent with the findings of Chala (2021) who contends that cheating would be more 
pervasive where students normalize cheating behaviors as minor problems and continue to 
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engage in such behaviors. It is clear that the normalization of cheating behaviors in Nepali 
educational institutions has been also hugely influenced by other numerous factors identi-
fied in the present study. For example, as Chala (2021) noted, limited understanding of 
what constitutes exam cheating and perceived opportunities to cheat among students have 
resulted into the normalization of exam cheating behaviors such as peeking at or copying 
from peers’, and allowing them to copy from their own answer sheets as trivial acts. Inter-
estingly, although teacher respondents thought using unauthorized material such as crib 
notes and cheat sheets as serious acts, student respondents did not perceive them as serious 
as the teachers in this study and students in the international context (Preiss et al., 2013) 
often perceived them to be. Rather, they associated such cheating activities with a matter 
of luck that could be used in the opportune time to ensure better marks/grades leading to 
future possibilities of admission in higher degrees, scholarship grants, and potential careers 
(Henry et al., 2021).

Further, our findings revealed that all the respondents involved in this study were some-
how aware of far-reaching consequences of cheating, such as low level of knowledge and 
skills, that might emanate from what they perceived as serious forms of exam cheating. 
Mainly students, however, admitted continuous engagement in a range of exam cheating 
behaviors. It is surprising why these teachers and students tended to think that academic 
dishonesty was largely acceptable and fail to stick to moral obligations in practice. It can 
be argued that their exam cheating behaviors were hugely shaped by lack of self-control 
(Błachnio, 2019) and perceived benefits of dishonest acts. Our findings offer enough 
grounds to speculate that the lack of self-control on the part of students and the perceived 
benefits of dishonesty, which appeared stronger than its adverse consequences, must have 
resulted into their continuous engagement in cheating behaviors and attitudes in terms of 
why exam cheating was almost unlikely to be prevented entirely, nonetheless, controllable.

More importantly, our findings provide enough evidence that the systemic culture of 
associating students’ overall learning outcomes and future potentialities with grades/marks 
can induce exam cheating behaviors. In this respect, prior research has also explained that 
when educational institutions and society give more priority to competition and achieve-
ment and pressurize students for better grades, students would be more likely to cheat 
(Anderman & Koenka, 2017; Bujaki et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2013).

Likewise, this study identified that the nature of questions, their frequency of repeti-
tions in the examinations, and memory-based evaluation systems could largely contribute 
to students’ cheating behaviors. Prior studies have also highlighted that when the designs 
of questions are more information-focused and rarely require students to demonstrate high 
order thinking and creative abilities, students are more prone to cheating (Nguyen et al., 
2020). Similar to the views of Nguyen et al. (2020), respondents in this study also suggested 
adopting cheat-resistant techniques such as prioritizing open-book examination/assessment 
systems and knowledge-based question designs that require students to demonstrate their 
critical and creative abilities, whether in the offline or online examinations. Further, our 
findings highlighted that designing skill-based courses that promote students’ performance 
based on labor, engagement, and project work play pivotal roles in reducing students’ per-
ceived opportunity to cheat.

This study also revealed that the equally prominent factors of exam cheating could be 
linked to seniors’ and peers’ influences, lack of teachers’ professional skills, earnestness 
and accountabilities, high tolerance, and poor vigilance of examinees, examinees’ lack of 
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confidence, perseverance and preparation for exams, and decreased educational engagement 
among them. These findings to a larger extent are congruent with the previous research 
findings (Bernardi et al., 2012; Malesky et al., 2022; Noorbehbahani et al., 2022; Yu et al., 
2017). It seems that both internal factors (such as students’ low self-control, lack of confi-
dence, perseverance and preparation for exam, and motivation, attitudes, and rationalization 
for cheating) and external factors (such as peers’ behaviors, grades, competition, perceived 
opportunity, institution, and environment) may always promote academic dishonesty, as 
noted by the earlier studies (Błachnio, 2019; Bujaki et al., 2019; Miller et al., 2017; Noor-
behbahani et al., 2022; Yu et al., 2017). In various aspects, our respondents even rational-
ized their own and peers’ engagement in exam cheating on these grounds. This indicated 
that multiple factors, as Davis et al. (2009) noted, could always be in play to neutralize 
examinees’ beliefs and attitudes to exam cheating. In this regard, other studies have also 
emphasized that those students who have neutralization attitudes often tend to rationalize 
their unethical behaviors as normal activities and continue to fall into the trap of academic 
dishonesty despite their awareness (Meng et al., 2014; Murdock & Stephens, 2007). This 
suggested that whether students’ exam cheating behaviors are impacted by the lack of their 
understanding of what counts as cheating or influenced by internal or external factors, they 
are likely to fall into the trap of academic dishonesty if educational institutions and educa-
tors fail to communicate not only the value of integrity in education but also the dangers of 
academic dishonesty, as scholars noted (Birks et al., 2020).

In describing the deterrence strategies to cheating, majority of the respondents viewed 
that improvement in evaluation system (such as transforming marks/grades-focused 
approaches to skill-based approaches as well as cheat-resistance exam designs as suggested 
in the literature discussed above), maintaining ample spaces between the examinees, iden-
tifying potential cheating techniques, strictly prohibiting technological devices, as well as 
following the time limit allowed for restrooms or prohibiting restroom breaks during the 
examinations could largely reduce one’s perceived opportunity to cheat. Nonetheless, it is 
still worth noting that the rhetoric of all the perceived deterrents to exam cheating pointed to 
a blame game hugely directed either to teachers, invigilators, exam officials, or educational 
institutions. Therefore, education institutions and educators have greater roles to engage 
both teachers and students not only into the regular academic integrity conversations but 
also into the discussion of potential risks of academic dishonesty, as scholars argue (Bear-
man et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2017).

This study provides insights into teachers and students’ experiences and perception of 
what is cheating, why and in what forms exam cheating occurs, and how such behaviors can 
be prevented in Nepal. Although we do not claim the truth value of evidence that the limited 
samples of respondents (30) provided in this study, it should be noted that what the respon-
dents have highlighted are of paramount importance to policymakers, curriculum designers, 
educational leaders, exam officials, and teachers/invigilators to identify the loopholes in 
education and evaluation systems. More importantly, educational institutions and teachers/
invigilators need to take the note of how to communicate honesty and accountability to 
both teachers and students to promote moral behaviors in practice and maintain academic 
honesty and integrity in Nepal.

Although our study on academic dishonesty is probably the first among its kind in Nepal 
and is primarily based on the interviews with teachers and students, it provides enough 
evidence that students’ exam cheating is a pervasive issue within Nepali educational institu-
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tions. However, the findings of the study may not be generalized in all exam/ assessment 
situations such as terminal exams and assessments or exams on online environment since 
our study solely reports on teachers and students’ experiences and perceptions of cheating 
in final examinations that are conducted in physical mode. Therefore, we invite future stud-
ies to also investigate these issues by also involving administrators and exam officials and 
considering a survey design so that they can produce more powerful debates on academic 
dishonesty within higher education in Nepal.
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