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SITUATIONAL ETHICS AND COLLEGE
STUDENT CHEATING

vt E. Clark, Valerie T

Haines, and George M. Diekhoff

In this 1990 article, Professor LaBeff and her colleagues explore ﬂ”m.im%m in M&_n_..
«tudents who have cheated avoid guilt by finding ,mxn:mmm .mo_.:ﬁ eir wrongdoing,
In other words, the authors explore how students “neutralize their actions.

Introduction

Studies have shown that cheating in college is
epidemic, and some analysts of this problem
estimate that fifty percent of college students
may engage in such behavior. . . . Such stud-
ies have examined demographic and social
characteristics of students such as age, sex,
academic standing, major, classification, extra-
curricular activity, level of test anxiety, degree
of sanctioned threat, and internal social con-
trol. Each of these factors has been found to be
related, to some extent, to cheating although
the relationship of these factors varies consid-
erably from study to study. . ..

In our freshman classes, we often infor-
mally ask students to discuss whether they
have cheated in college and, if so, how. Some
students have almost bragged about which
of their methods have proven most effective
including writing notes on shoes and caps and

on the backs of calculators. Rolling up a tiny
cheat sheet into a pen cap was mentioned. And
one student said he had “incredibly gifted
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eyes” which allowed him to see the ansq,
of a smart student four rows in front of hip,
One female student talked about E:..Eﬁ:ﬁ
through the dumpsters at night close to fin)
examination time looking for test dittos, Sk
did find at least one examination. A sorop-
ity member informed us that two of her tern,
papers in her freshman year were sent from
sister chapter of the sorority at another univer-
sity, retyped and submitted to the course pro.
fessor. Further, many of these students saw
nothing wrong with what they were doing,
although they verbally agreed with the waﬁm,
ment that cheating was unethical.

It appears that students hold qualified
guidelines for behavior which are situation-
ally determined. As such, the concept of situ-
ational ethics might well describe this college
cheating in that rules for behavior may not
be considered rigid but depend on the cir-
cumstances involved (Norris and Dodder
1979, 545). Joseph Fletcher, in his well-known
philosophical treatise, Situation Ethics: The
New Morality (1966), argues that this posi-
tion is based on the notion that any action
may be considered good or bad depending
on the social circumstances. In other words,
what is wrong in most situations might be
considered right or acceptable if the end is
defined as appropriate. This concept focuses

N




Situational 0

" contextual appropriateness, noy pe
what 18 S\K*d or right, but what is : . |
fng. siven "’ft_‘ circumstances, l:‘l]t— I.L ;Wd S
BRI C the idea that situationy 1[1‘1,_lu this
thus altering the rules and P"inci:,l‘n -u cases,
pehavior (Edwards 1967). Ples guiding
Of particular relevance to the
study 13 the work of Gresham g
pavid Matza (1957) who first developeq
concept of neutralization to explainpil lthL
uent behavior. Neutralization theory ; e 1}n_
study of delinquency expresses the )[;rgc::;e
of si-tuat.mnally fi(’:finil-\g deviant behaviors_
In this vu?w, deviance is based upon “. . . an
unrecc)g.mzed extension of defenses to
crimes, in the form of justifications . . . seen
as valid by the delinquent but not by . . . soci-
ety at large” (Sykes and Matza 1957, 666).
Through neutralization individuals justify
violation of .accepted behavior. This pro-
vides protection “. .. from self blame and the
blame of others . . .” (Sykes and Matza 1957,
666). They do this before, during, and after
the act. Such techniques of neutralization
are separated into five categories: denial of
responsibility, condemnation of condemners,
appeal to higher loyalties, denial of victim,
and denial of injury. In each case, individu-
als profess a conviction about a particular
law but argue that special circumstances
exist which cause them to violate the rules
in a particular instance. However, in recent
research, only Liska (1978) and Haines et al.
(1986) found neutralization to be an impor-

tant factor in college student cheating,

cossarily

present
vkes and

Methodology

The present analysis is based on @ larger
project conducted during the 1983-1984 aca-
demic year when a 49-item questmnnawe
about cheating was administered to students
at a small southwestern university. The stu-
dent body (N = 4950) was evenly distributed
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t:::i{}:';l(}ft'l)'l:ti thlu university’s programs t:vith'a
-.ushin,_..t: l‘ ()nc“llt:‘ hur'nbcr (27%) majoring In
88 administration. In order to achieve
a representative sample from a cross-section
of ‘the university student body, the question-
naire was administered to students enrolled in
courses classified as a part of the university’s
core curriculum. Freshmen and sophomores
were overrepresented (84% of the sample ver-
sus 60% of the university population). Females
were also overrepresented (62% of the sample
versus 55% of the university population).

There are obvious disadvantages associated
with the use of self-administered question-
naires for data-gathering purposes. One such
problem is the acceptance of student responses
without benefit of contest. To maximize the
return rate, questionnaires were administered
during regularly scheduled class periods. Par-
ticipation was on a voluntary basis. In order
to establish the validity of responses, students
were guaranteed anonymity. Students were
also instructed to limit their responses regard-
ing whether they had cheated to the current
academic year.

. . . The present analysis is intended to
assess the narrative responses to the incidence
of cheating in three forms, namely on major
examinations, quizzes, and class assignments,
as well as the perceptions of and attitudes
held by students toward cheating and the
effectiveness of deterrents to cheating. Stu-
dents recorded their experiences in their own
words. Most students (87%) responded to the
open-ended portion of the questionnaire.

Results

Of the 380 undergraduate students who par-
ticipated in the spring survey, 54% indicated
they had cheated during the previous six-
month period. Students were requested to
indicate whether cheating involved exami-
nation, weekly quizzes, and/or homework
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assignments. Much cheating took the form
of looking on someone else’s paper, copying
homework, and either buying term papers of
getting friends to write papers for them. Only
five of the 205 students who admitted cheat-

ing reported being caught by the professor.
However, 7% (n = 27) of the students _.mﬁozmg
cheating more than five times during the pre-
ceding six-month period. Twenty percent
(n = 76) indicated that most students openly
approved of cheating. Only seventeen stu-
dents reported they would inform the instruc-
tor if they saw another student cheating. Many
students, especially older students, indicated
they felt resentment toward cheaters, but most
also noted that they would not do anything
about it (i.e., inform the instructor).

To more fully explore the ways in which
students neutralize their behavior, narrative
data from admitted student cheaters were
examined (n = 149). The narrative responses
were easily classified into three of the five
techniques described by Sykes and Matza

(1957).

DENIAL OF RESPONSIBILITY

Denial of responsibility was the most often
identified response. This technique involves a
declaration by the offenders that, in light of cir-
cumstances beyond their control, they cannot
be held accountable for their actions. Rather
than identifying the behavior as “accidental,”
they attribute wrongdoing to the influence
of outside forces. In some instances, students
expressed an inability to withstand peer pres-
sure to cheat. Responses show a recognition of
cheating as an unacceptable behavior, imply-
ing that under different circumstances cheat-
ing would not have occurred. One student

commented:
I was working forty plus hours a week and we
had a lot to read for that day. Tjust couldn’t
getitallin. ... I'm not saying cheating is okay,
sometimes you just have to.

I- HAINES,

Another student
following statement:
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mxﬁ_m._zma her behavior i, the

.had 1, -

:"-‘4.4

__1had the flu the week before . .
.mmcmqm_ classes so [ had no way of knowin .
what was going to be on the exam. My grad,..
were good up to that point and 1 hadn’t
cheated. . . . 1just couldn’t risk it.

It is noteworthy that these statements indicay,
the recognition that cheating is wrong under

normal circumstances.
Other responses demonstrate the attempy

by students to succeed through legitimate
means (e.g., taking notes and studying) only to
experience failure. Accordingly, they were lofy
with no alternative but to cheat. One student
commented:
... even though I've studied in the past, I've
failed the exam so I cheated on my last test
hoping to bring a better grade.

Another student explained his behavior in the
following manner:
1 studied for the exam and | studied hard but

the material on the test was different from what
Lexpected. . .. I had to make a good grade.

In some accounts, students present a unique
approach to the denial of responsibility. Upon
entering the examination setting, these stu-
dents had no intention of cheating, but the
opportunity presented itself. The following
statement by one student provides a cluar
illustration of this point:

... I was taking the test and someone in
another part of the room was telling somevnt
else an answer. T heard it and just couldn't n»
write it down.

Although viewing such behavior as dishor
est, the blame for any wrongdoing is quickly
transferred to those who provide the answtr®
Another student justified her action in the 0
lowing manner:

vxal &as.ﬂ mean to cheat but once you get
the right answer it’s hard, no impossible, not




