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Disclaimer

• I support AfL & AI

• I think cheating is a symptom of 
broader problems

• I think universities have a 
responsibility to try to prevent 
and detect cheating

• I receive research funding from 
ed tech companies

• My mum helped me contract 
cheat in year four



5 things to 
take from this 
presentation

1: Cheating is a big problem

2: There are no quick fixes or perfect 
solutions

3: We need to balance academic 
integrity and assessment security

4: There are some approaches that 
might help

5: Assessment design trumps 
assessment security

@phillipdawson



1: Cheating is a big problem

• There are many types of 
cheating

• Students don’t just find 
cheating, it finds them

• A small but significant 
proportion of students 
cheat

• Only a tiny fraction of 
cheating gets detected



There are so many types 
(and typologies) of cheating



Five factors of 
academic 
dishonesty

Type Definition

Creative 
padding

Add fillers to create the illusion of 
completed work

Interactive 
cheating

Collaboratively cheat or borrow work

False personal 
excuses

Create false excuses to get out of an 
assignment or exam

Taking credit 
for others’ 
work

Present others’ work as their own

Exam 
cheating

Cheat on in-class exams

McKibban, A. R., & Burdsal, C. A. (2013). Academic Dishonesty: An In-Depth Investigation of Assessing Measurable Constructs and a Call for Consistency in 

Scholarship. Journal of Academic Ethics, 11(3), 185-197. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-013-9187-6 



Sharing vs cheating
Bretag, T., Harper, R., Burton, M., Ellis, C., Newton, P., Rozenberg, P., Saddiqui, S., & van Haeringen, K. (2019, 2019/11/02). Contract cheating: a 

survey of Australian university students. Studies in Higher Education, 44(11), 1837-1856. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2018.1462788 



Types of 
plagiarism

Type Definition

Sham 
paraphrasing

Material copied verbatim from text and source 
acknowledged in-line but represented as 
paraphrased

Illicit 
paraphrasing

Material paraphrased from text without in-line 
acknowledgement of source

Other 
plagiarism

Material copied from another student’s 
assignment with the knowledge of the other 
student

Verbatim 
copying

Material copied verbatim from text without in-
line acknowledgement of the source

Recycling Same assignment submitted more than once for 
different courses

Ghost writing Assignment written by third party and 
represented as own work

Purloining Assignment copied from another student’s 
assignment or other person’s papers without 
that person’s knowledge

Walker, 1998, in: Curtis, G. J., & Tremayne, K. (2019). Is plagiarism really on the rise? Results from four 5-yearly surveys. 

Studies in Higher Education, 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1707792 



E-cheating affordances: 
Dawson, 2021

• Providing access to 
unauthorized information

• Cognitive offloading to a 
tool

• Outsourcing work to a 
person

• Disrupting the assessment 
process







…research paper…

…hate stats…

…due tomorrow…

Amigud, A. (2020). Cheaters on Twitter: an analysis of engagement approaches of contract cheating services. 

Studies in Higher Education, 45(3), 692-705. doi:10.1080/03075079.2018.1564258









Cheating was 
in decline but 
has possibly 

stopped 
declining

Type of 
plagiarism

2004
%

2009
%

2014
%

2019*
%

Any form at 
least once

82.3ab 74.7bc 64.2cd 67.4cd

Sham 
paraphrasing

59.4a 51.3ab 47.2b 53.3 ab

Illicit 
paraphrasing

60.8a 45.4b 34.0b 39.6b

Other 
plagiarism

18.1a 9.2b 4.7b 6.6b

Verbatim 
copying

30.2a 24.4a 11.4b 10.3b

Recycling 28.1a 28.6a 20.0a 10.4b

Ghost writing 3.1 3.4 2.8 2.8

Purloining 5.9a 2.5 0.9b 1.8b

Curtis, G. J., & Tremayne, K. (2019). Is plagiarism really on the rise? Results from four 5-yearly surveys. Studies in Higher Education https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1707792 

*Using the ‘matched’ dataset for 2019 rather than the full 2019 data as it’s a more comparable dataset.
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2: There are no quick fixes or perfect solutions

• Harsh restrictions won’t 
stop cheating

• Technology won’t stop 
cheating

• Blind faith won’t stop 
cheating

• Cheating can occur in any 
task type



Exams won’t save us.
‘Third party cheating’ is likely more common in 
exams than assignments.
‘Third party cheating’ is likely detected less often in 
exams than assignments.
(Harper et al, 2020)

(Based on comparisons of self-reported student cheating and educator detection rates – so take with caution)

Harper, R., Bretag, T., & Rundle, K. (2020). Detecting contract cheating: examining the role of assessment type. Higher Education Research & Development, 1-16. doi:10.1080/07294360.2020.1724899



Remote proctoring might help, but vendors won’t let 
me test it out.
Treat their claims with caution.
(Dawson, 2021)

Dawson, P. (2021). Defending Assessment Security in a Digital World: Preventing E-Cheating and Supporting Academic Integrity in Higher Education. Routledge.



“If we trust students not to cheat then cheating 
rates will go down” sounds good but evidence is 
thin.

(e.g. honor codes help, but only explain a small 
amount of the variance in cheating rates)
(McCabe et al 2002)

McCabe, D. L., Treviño, L. K., & Butterfield, K. D. (2002, 2002/06/01). Honor Codes and Other Contextual Influences on Academic Integrity: A Replication and Extension to Modified Honor Code 

Settings. Research in Higher Education, 43(3), 357-378. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014893102151 



Banning essays won’t save us.
Authentic assessment won’t save us.
Cheating can occur with any task type.
(Ellis et al, 2019)

Ellis, C., van Haeringen, K., Harper, R., Bretag, T., Zucker, I., McBride, S., . . . Saddiqui, S. (2019). Does authentic assessment assure academic integrity? Evidence from contract cheating data. Higher Education 
Research & Development, 1-16. doi:10.1080/07294360.2019.1680956



3: We need to balance academic 
integrity and assessment security

• Academic integrity is positive, 
educative and values-based

• Assessment security is 
adversarial, punitive and 
evidence-based

• In tension, but not a dichotomy



Fundamental values 
of academic integrity

• Honesty
• Trust
• Fairness
• Respect
• Responsibility
• Courage 



Assessment security: 

“measures taken to harden assessment against 
attempts to cheat. This includes approaches to 
detect and evidence attempts to cheat, as well as 
measures to make cheating more difficult.”
(Dawson, 2021)

Dawson, P. (2021). Defending Assessment Security in a Digital World: Preventing E-Cheating and Supporting Academic Integrity in Higher Education. Routledge.



Addressing cheating requires…

Academic Integrity

• Trusting

• Educative

• Proactive

Think ‘crime prevention’

Assessment security

• Detecting

• Punitive

• Proactive or reactive

‘policing’ or ‘surveillance’

It’s a balance, not a dichotomy



4: There are some 
approaches that might work

• Talking with students

• Designing tasks students say they are less likely 
to cheat in

• Trying to detect cheating in take-home tasks

• Vivas/dialogues

• Remote proctoring

• Authentic assessment restrictions

• Random audits

• Programmatic assessment



Talk with students.
There still isn’t 
consensus about 
what is and is not 
cheating

Curtis, G. J., & Tremayne, K. 
(2019). Is plagiarism really on 
the rise? Results from four 5-
yearly surveys. Studies in 
Higher Education 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0307
5079.2019.1707792 

*Using the ‘matched’ dataset 
for 2019 rather than the full 
2019 data as it’s a more 
comparable dataset.

Type of 
Plagiarism

2004
%

2009
%

2014
%

2019*
%

Understand all 4.2c 14.3b 29.2a 28.4a

Sham 
paraphrasing

29.9d 58.0a 55.7ab 44.5b

Illicit 
paraphrasing

62.5b 78.0a 84.0a 79.7a

Other plagiarism 86.1c 95.8b 100a 96.1b

Verbatim copying 94.1 95.0 92.5 96.7

Recycling 15.6d 26.9c 51.9b 62.4a

Ghost writing 71.5b 91.6a 91.5a 87.3a

Purloining 95.8 99.2 98.1 97.5



Talk with students.
Contract cheating sites lie and even blackmail.
(Rowland et al, 2018; Yorke, et al in press)

Rowland, S., Slade, C., Wong, K.-S., & Whiting, B. (2018). ‘Just turn to us’: the persuasive features of contract cheating websites. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 43(4), 652-665. 
doi:10.1080/02602938.2017.1391948
Yorke, J., Sefcik, L., & Veeran-Colton, T. (in press). Contract cheating and blackmail: a risky business? Studies in Higher Education. doi:10.1080/03075079.2020.1730313



Talk with students.
“You don’t always get what you pay for.”
(Sutherland-Smith & Dullaghan)

Sutherland-Smith, W., & Dullaghan, K. (2019). You don’t always get what you pay for: User experiences of engaging with contract cheating sites. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 44(8), 1148-1162. 
doi:10.1080/02602938.2019.1576028



0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Short turnaround time

Heavily weighted task

Series of small graded tasks

Research, analysis and thinking skills

No ‘right’ answer

Integrate knowledge/skills vital to programme

Relevant professional skills

Major part of nested task

Small part of nested task

In-class task

Personalised and unique

Viva

Reflection on practicum

Listen to students.
Students’ perceptions of the likelihood of contract cheating (%)

Bretag, T., Harper, R., Burton, M., Ellis, C., Newton, P., van Haeringen, K., 

et al. (2019). Contract cheating and assessment design: exploring the 

relationship. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 44(5), 676-691.



Listen to 
students.
The reasons why 
(some) students 
cheat make 
sense…

• “Desire to get ahead” (Simkin & McLeod, 2010)

• “Lack of self control”, mediated by factors including 
perception of opportunities to cheat, and attitude 
toward academic misconduct (Hongwei et al 2018)

• “institutional admission criteria; student 
understanding of plagiarism; poor academic skills; a 
range of teaching and learning factors; personality 
factors; and external pressures.” (Devlin & Gray, 
2007)

Simkin, M. G., & McLeod, A. (2010, 2010/07/01). Why Do College Students Cheat? Journal of Business Ethics, 94(3), 441-453. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0275-x 

Yu, H., Glanzer, P. L., Johnson, B. R., Sriram, R., & Moore, B. (2018). Why college students cheat: A conceptual model of five factors. The Review of Higher 

Education, 41(4), 549-576. 

Devlin, M., & Gray, K. (2007, 2007/06/01). In their own words: a qualitative study of the reasons Australian university students plagiarize. Higher Education 

Research & Development, 26(2), 181-198. 





Can markers detect contract cheating?
(Dawson & Sutherland-Smith, 2018)

Can training improve detection rates?
(Dawson & Sutherland-Smith, 2019)

Can software improve detection rates?
(Dawson, Sutherland-Smith & Ricksen, in press)

Dawson, P., & Sutherland-Smith, W. (2018). Can markers detect contract cheating? Results from a pilot study. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 43(2), 286-293. doi:10.1080/02602938.2017.1336746
Dawson, P., & Sutherland-Smith, W. (2019). Can training improve marker accuracy at detecting contract cheating? A multi-disciplinary pre-post study. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 44(5), 715-725. 
doi:10.1080/02602938.2018.1531109
Dawson, P., Sutherland-Smith, W., & Ricksen, M. (in press, published online 2019). Can software improve marker accuracy at detecting contract cheating? A pilot study of the Turnitin authorship investigate alpha. 
Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 1-10. doi:10.1080/02602938.2019.1662884



0 20 40 60 80 100

Trained to look for it

Looking for it

Not looking for it

Accuracy at detecting contract cheating (%)

e.g. Lines 2016; Medway et al 2018

Lines, L. (2016). Ghostwriters guaranteeing grades? 
The quality of online ghostwriting services available to 
tertiary students in Australia. Teaching in Higher 
Education, 1-26. doi:10.1080/13562517.2016.1198759
Medway, D., Roper, S., & Gillooly, L. (2018). Contract 
cheating in UK higher education: A covert investigation 
of essay mills. British Educational Research Journal, 
44(3), 393-418. doi:10.1002/berj.3335



0 20 40 60 80 100

Trained to look for it

Looking for it

Not looking for it

False positive rate (%)

e.g. Lines 2016; Medway et al 2018

Lines, L. (2016). Ghostwriters guaranteeing grades? 
The quality of online ghostwriting services available to 
tertiary students in Australia. Teaching in Higher 
Education, 1-26. doi:10.1080/13562517.2016.1198759
Medway, D., Roper, S., & Gillooly, L. (2018). Contract 
cheating in UK higher education: A covert investigation 
of essay mills. British Educational Research Journal, 
44(3), 393-418. doi:10.1002/berj.3335



Potential generic indicators of contract cheating

reflection done poorly

metadata

unusual mistakes

not using materials from class

reads as something by a generalist

strange formatting

does not address question

wrong task type





Viva had 100% detection rate

(Needs replication before we publish but it’s a 
good sign)



Remote proctoring might help, 
but vendors won’t let me do 
research where I try to cheat.

Evidence that grades are lower 
when proctored is used to 
argue proctoring is more 
secure.
(all this and more in Dawson, 2021)

Dawson, P. (2021). Defending Assessment Security in a Digital World: Preventing E-Cheating and Supporting Academic Integrity in 
Higher Education. Routledge.



Authentic assessment is great 
but it doesn’t stop cheating. 
Authentic restrictions might.

Restrictions need to be 
enforced, and therefore make 
assessment harder to secure.

Authentic restrictions reduce the 
‘attack surface’.

Allowing students tools, 
collaboration and/or information 
reduces the options for cheating.

https://teaching.unsw.edu.au/academic-integrity/case-studies
David Kellermann UNSW @DrKellermann

https://teaching.unsw.edu.au/academic-integrity/case-studies


‘Cheat-proofing’ every act of 
assessment is probably 
impossible and definitely a bad 
idea.

Focus on securing those acts of 
assessment that matter to the 
degree program outcomes.

Focus on developing academic 
integrity in the others.



‘Cheat-proofing’ every act of 
assessment is probably 
impossible and definitely a bad 
idea.

Consider random audit of 
individual students’ work.

The possibility of an audit is 
associated with more honest 
behavior in other contexts (e.g. 
tax)



5: Assessment 
design trumps 
assessment 
security
It’s only worth securing reliable and 
valid assessment of learning

When it’s assessment for learning, 
focus on developing academic 
integrity



Thank you!

https://www.deakin.edu.au/about-deakin/teaching-and-learning/cradle/resources
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