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“If you ask what is the good of education, the answer is easy – that education makes good men, and that good men act nobly” (Plato, as cited in Bok, 1990, p.63)

It is probably safe to assume that most college students and their instructors would voluntarily admit that they have exceeded the speed limit at least once. Speeding has become such an “everyday offense” that people live in denial of the reasons for setting certain speed limits. Foremost, speed limits prevent chaos on roads and highways, but more specifically in residential areas and school zones they ensure caution and better chances of drivers’ being able to break for children playing in the streets. A speeding driver can hurt an innocent party, but he or she also takes the chance of his or her own death. The implications for society of this reckless behavior are too numerous to be mentioned here.  Yet, this awareness of the risk of speeding is foreign to most drivers. They don’t acknowledge the negative effects their actions may have on themselves and others or disregard the implications for their own short-term benefits (Hall, 1996). 
Similar disregard for the well-being of others, oneself, and society can be seen in those who engage in dishonest behavior in the academic environments (Hall, 1996). Institutions of tertiary education nationwide are being undermined by academic dishonesty, which can be described as “any action or behavior that provides a student or students with undue or unfair advantage over others without the explicit consent of the instructor including cheating, plagiarism, theft, misrepresentation, and fabrication” (Hall, 1996, p.4). One researcher tries to explain the prevalence of dishonesty using a more psychological approach and paraphrases Piaget’s (1948) belief that “the problem of dishonesty is the clash of the egocentric attitude with that of moral constraint” (Scott, 2001, p. 2).  Morality seems to have become unimportant to most students. As casually as they mention their speeding habits, they proudly inform their peers about their experiences of copying from somebody else’s paper or reusing a paper they had previously written for another class. As with speeding, students tend only to see the short term benefits of these breaches of academic integrity: saving time, reducing effort, enhancing grades, etc. Whereas speed limits are established to save the lives of drivers and innocent parties, standards for academic honesty are established to ensure that each student can attain maximum educational benefit, including enlightenment, employment, and elevation of society. Those who commit breaches of academic integrity not only limit their own educational experience, they also diminish the value of the education of those who have academic integrity. Those who are not academically honest don’t have the amount of educational level they claim to have, thereby cheating their eventual employers and society in general. Therefore, efforts to curb this kind of behavior should focus on making students understand that a single bad grade will not hurt as much as failing to take full advantage of educational opportunities will hurt them personally and society as a whole (Hall, 1996). 


One method of ensuring that students cherish their own and others’ honest behavior is the use of honor codes. Their popularity has grown over the last decades among university administrators. Two aims of honor codes are for students to value their own educational efforts and to integrate students into campus culture by emphasizing everybody’s commitment to the excellence of the institution. 

Many researchers have focused their attention on the comparison of institutions with and without honor codes, including those with hybrid forms of honor codes. One of the most frequently published teams of researchers in this field consists of Donald L. McCabe. Linda Klebe Trevino, and Kenneth D. Butterfield. One of their research projects included a large survey study of 31 institutions during the academic year 1995-1996. A major finding of this study that was pointed out in “Academic Integrity in Honor Code and Non-Honor Code Environments: A Qualitative Investigation,” (1999) is that breaches of academic integrity occur more frequently at schools that do not have an honor code system. One reason for this, the authors deduce, is that student have “a lack of understanding or knowledge concerning their schools policies on academic integrity” (p. 222) at institution without honor codes. At honor code institutions lower rates of academic dishonesty cases can be attributed to a strong group mentality that includes a “supportive atmosphere” of a tight-knit community (p. 222). In addition, students at these institutions seem to accept that they play an important role in maintaining a high level of academic integrity on their campus. The overall difference noted by the authors is that honor-code students “refer to the honor code as an integral part of a culture of integrity that permeates their institutions” (p. 230). Because they feel a responsibility to maintain the moral community, they can more easily withstand the outside pressures of getting good grades.

Another important finding is that students from non-code schools believe that the influence of specific instructors and administrators is greater because of the differences among guidelines for courses. Indeed, some instructors actually reinforce academic dishonesty because they don’t intervene, even when faced with very obvious breaches. Problems with great variation in instructor behavior are also noted by students from code-institutions. 

A large number of code and non-code students report that lack of clarity about rules easily served as an excuse for breaches of academic integrity. Students from non-code schools not only suggested the implementation of honor codes to stop a further increase in cheating, but they also saw a possible benefit in emphasizing the educational value of tasks instead of a focus on grading. They also believed that making it harder for students to copy from each other during exams would be beneficial. Interestingly enough, students from both kinds of institutions considered breaches of academic integrity to be something to be ashamed of in any environment, especially because of the harm it does to the cheater. One widely expressed concern among students dealt with peer reporting obligations at institutions with honor codes. For various reasons, students have troubles with accusing their peers of dishonesty. This is part of the reason why some of the students’ answers reflected the sentiment that honor codes “create a stressful and fearful atmosphere, one that stymies intellectual discourse and discussions about cheating” (p. 232). 

Also, students are generally concerned with the effects on students’ honesty while taking unsupervised exams, etc. In addition, even honor codes can’t prevent cheating-prone groups from long-standing, academically dishonest activities, such as examination files and organized paper-sharing efforts. 

The authors concluded that the community approach promoted through honor codes is a successful treatment, but not an absolute cure for academic dishonesty. They note that it does take some time to build a community in which “each student plays a vital role in the success of the code” (p. 232). This is especially hard when the majority of the students don’t live on campus. The contributing factors to the success of honor codes are “student involvement, community dialogue about issues of academic integrity, support from all campus constituencies, and mutual respect among these constituencies” (p. 233). 

McCabe and Trevino (1993) conducted another study to see whether honor codes had the only significant impact on academic integrity on campuses. They considered “multiple contextual factors across students at thirty-one institutions of higher learning” (p. 524) and note that the most important influence is that of the actions of other students. This is why they believe that the “social learning theory may be particularly useful for understanding dishonesty behavior among college students” (p. 533).  This means that every student is a model for other students; students learn equally well from observing academically honest behavior and academically dishonest behavior.
T.L. Hall (1996) studied three state-assisted, large universities through interviews with students as well as faculty members about student culture on the different campuses. Prior to the study, the researcher had formed the assumption that “honor codes on college campuses … may be parallel to laws in society” (Hall, 1996, p.17). Laws set the floor for behavior, but citizens are expected to go beyond that and increase the value of society. 

To conduct her study, Hall chose three institutions out of a list of 18 state-funded large universities with honor codes: University of South Carolina, Columbia, University of North Carolina –Charlotte, and James Madison University. The researcher visited each campus twice. Transcripts of interviews were included in the final presentation of the study. The researcher interviewed 231 students, 34 faculty, and 37 staff members. 
One recurring theme was the claim that academically dishonest students “felt they were learning too” (Hall, 1996, p.108). Students believed that cooperating with other students when their assignment forbid it and other breaches of academic integrity didn’t hinder their learning experience, rather they saw these actions as facilitators. One student justified cheating in the form of using forbidden helping tools by pointing out that most professionals have access to all the resources they needed to fulfill their tasks. 
Students were not the only ones trying to rationalize their behavior. When Hall addressed faculty reluctance to follow the procedures when they encounter breaches of academic integrity, the most prevalent reasons were: “1) evidence is too difficult to gather; 2) there is too much bureaucracy involved; and 3) other professional tasks” (p.119). Faculty members who do not want to follow the required procedures for cases of academic dishonesty often prefer to give failing grades for assignments or classes instead of reporting the cases to the honor board. Consequently, “they have taught the student nothing about academic integrity and they have not confronted that student’s inappropriate behavior” (Holcomb, 1992, p. 182). 
Hall drew several conclusions about preventing academic dishonesty, including that students need to understand all courses, not only the courses in their majors, to make them better educated members of society. This is linked to students’ consideration of cheating in general education courses as acceptable whereas cheating in courses that count for majors is seen as more serious. Another conclusion was that the main areas where breaches of academic integrity occur are “unauthorized collaboration and cheating in large lecture classes. Students mentioned copying homework, lab assignments or other activities designed … for individual efforts” (p.180). 
Once academic integrity has been violated, honor codes include certain provisions that don’t always seem to be successful. While many honor codes require students to report others if they witness them violating the code, the majority of students refuse to turn in other students, either because they do not care about the others’ actions or because they do not want to turn against their peers (Hall, 1996).  McCabe, Trevino and Butterfield (2001) noted that peer reporting is only required at a very small number of institutions; most recommend but don’t require it. Those institutions that require peer reporting consider “failure to report is itself an infraction” (p. 33). Despite reluctance, students from honor code institutions are much more likely to report their peers for cheating than students at institutions without any code, but this is most likely due to an internalized role of responsibility. While honor codes might have some influence on reporting of breaches in the academic parts of campus, it definitely fails to show importance in “out-of-classroom student behaviors” (Holcomb, 1992, p. 184). Students’ reporting behavior is not much influenced by external peer reporting responsibilities. For example, non-code students are more likely to view the campus community as divided into two groups, students versus instructors and administrators. Such students believe that they should not help the other group fulfill their responsibility of catching the cheaters. Lastly, the researchers see “the high level of trust placed in students” at honor code schools as a reason for more reported cases (p. 43). Hall’s (1996) findings are also consistent with the notion that students perceive the faculty members as the enforcers of rules. 
To defend some faculty members’ failure to respond to cheating that wasn’t prevented previously, one interview partner, a faculty member at USC, summed up the belief of many honor code critics. In their eyes, honor codes have little value because incoming students who don’t already have a clear perception of what honest behavior is will not be influenced by an honor code (Hall, 1996). This strikes us as another rationalization; it seems hard to believe that faculty members don’t see an educational environment’s influence on students.  Nonetheless, one researcher found that his interviews didn’t support the claim that honor codes bring about new moral values in students, but the students just become more aware of their actions and the values they learned before entering college (Holcomb, 1992). 
Holcomb’s findings then contradict some of Hall’s suggestions for methods for fighting academic dishonesty. Universities need to start with the incoming students whose attitudes toward academic integrity can still be easily influenced. Bok (1990) also argues that “never again are they [incoming students] likely to be so attentive to what the institution says or so open to advice about what aspirations and values matter most” (p. 80). Also, policies need to be flexible in order to adapt to be new offenses, such as cheating and collaboration through text-messaging. The values of an institution need to be emphasized in the documents that present the code; the honor code or its equivalent need to be present everywhere on campus. Furthermore, institutions should make it mandatory for their students to take at least one ethics course. When breaches of academic integrity occur, the offender needs to experience “educational and punitive” sanctions (p. 194), with better record keeping to “reduce recidivism” (p. 194).  In addition, the importance of the behavior and ideas of faculty needs to be considered, i.e., the highly valued academic freedom. Too much interference with classroom management could be counterproductive. Similarly the rights of students accused of academic dishonesty need to be protected fully through clearly articulated procedures, including appeal mechanisms. 
Lastly, awareness of academic integrity should be celebrated campus-wide through festivals and other promotional efforts. In addition, students need to work to promote academic integrity on campus on a day-to-day basis because this is an important part of maintaining a culture of integrity (Hall, 1996). These ideas are supported by findings of earlier studies. One researcher made this point quite simply--“student involvement in the honor code represents another characteristic of an effective honor system” (Holcomb, 1992, p. 176). However, the researcher also sees as inevitable for the success of any honor code the support of faculty, students, and administrators alike; it must “permeate the entire ethos of the institution” (Holcomb, 1992, p. 177).

Along these lines, faculty need to ensure that all of the students enrolled in each course are aware of the importance of academic honesty; awareness should not just be awareness of penalties. Administration and staff, too, need to emphasize the positive aspects of a culture of academic integrity. Student affairs staff, for example, must promote academic integrity instead of merely implementing sanctions for academic dishonesty. Nonetheless, Holcomb (1992) wants to caution those focused on establishing a culture of academic integrity because the positive effects of honor codes at most institutions could also be attributed to the long history of their existence and their location; the concept of one’s honor is historically well-established in Southerners, regardless of social standing. In addition, Holcomb was able to support earlier conclusions that “certain institutional characteristics such as residential environments, homogeneous student bodies, a well-defined institutional policy, relatively high academic standards, and high student involvement” are beneficial for maintaining honor code systems (p. 175).

 Furthermore, Holcomb found that many interviewees emphasized the trust that the honor code created in the campus community, which furthers the relationship between students and faculty and administration. Good relationships also create a good learning environment. Also, the students feel more compelled to act honestly. In addition, the researcher found that honor codes--as part of an institution’s traditions--facilitate the connection between currently enrolled students and the alumni. 

While the researchers all came to the conclusion that honor codes alone cannot fight the problem of academic dishonesty, they serve the purpose of creating awareness of the importance of academic integrity for the individual and society. Once this culture has reached all those involved in the furthering of higher education, from students to administrators, ignorance of what is considered a breach of academic integrity or how to deal with offenses is no longer a valid defense. Along with this, students learn not only that plagiarism is an offense, but also that reusing a paper for another class and other less obvious actions are offenses. In an era that has been influenced by the revealing of scandals of unethical behavior in the business world and politics, universities need to take the responsibility to give students and faculty direct guidelines for appropriate behavior. Honor codes seem to at least be a step in the right direction. Honor codes, however, are not the only means by which to create an atmosphere for academic honesty. The key, then, may be focusing on the atmosphere, the goal, instead of focusing only on the means. 
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