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International Centre for Academic Integrity

◦ 68% of   undergraduate students admit to any kind of  cheating on tests or on coursework

◦ 43% of  graduates admit to cheating on tests or on coursework

◦ Is the Internet to blame? Cheating is often blamed on the Internet  (89% of  students in a Cornell study 
blamed the increase in cheating generally on the rise of  the Internet)

◦ Don McCabe:  there is a growing apathy toward school and cheating amongst today’s students

◦ Attitude + opportunity

5



How big is the problem?
◦ 15.7% of  the student population globally admits to contract cheating*

◦ 31 million students globally

◦ 1 in 7 graduates may have paid someone to do an assignment for them during their degrees

◦ It might be even worse?

◦ Source: Professor Philip Newton, Director of  Learning and Teaching, Swansea Medical School, Swansea University,

◦ “How Common is Commercial Contract Cheating in Higher Education and is it Increasing? A Systematic Review” (2018) Frontiers in Education

* In Newton’s study this figure is based on research from 2014
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What is “contract cheating”?
◦ “The submission of  work by students for academic credit which the 

students have paid contractors to write for them” 
◦ (Clarke and Lancaster, 2006)

◦ Some definitions include work done by family and friends 
◦ “Contract cheating … is a basic relationship between three actors: a 

student, their university and a third party, who completes assessments for 
the former [i.e. the student] to be submitted to the latter [i.e. the 
university] but whose input is not permitted
◦ (Draper and Newton, 2017)
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Where a student “submits work that has been 
completed for them by a third party, irrespective 
of  the third-party’s relationship with the 
student, and whether they are paid or unpaid”
Source: Bretag and Harper et al (2018)
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Rentacoder…now Freelancer

9



10



11

Legitimate jobs on Freelancer.com….
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Not so legitimate jobs?



13



14



Ghost-writing sites
◦ Writemyessay4me.org

◦ Edubirdie.com

◦ Domywriting.com

◦ Writemyessayonline.com

◦ Studybay.com - “From a high school essay to a PhD dissertation”

◦ Law essays help.co.uk -

◦ And many more…
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Click on  “How it Works” ….
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My chat with “lawessays.co.uk” on 27 April 2019
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My messages in grey
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Is this a problem?
1. Contract cheating is hard to detect

2. It is completely intentional – there’s nothing accidental about this conduct

3. It’s easy 

4. It’s a growing problem  - globally

5. Contract cheating undermines the individual student’s degree

6. Undermines the institutions’ degrees, harms its reputation

7. Contract cheating could undermine the higher education sector in a country if  contract cheating becomes 
widespread

8. Contract cheating results in graduates who do not have the skills and knowledge they are supposed to have: do 
you want a doctor or a nurse or a pilot or a lawyer who cannot perform skills to a required standard?

9. It doesn’t stop at graduation: Numerous studies show that students who cheat at school or university are much 
more likely to engage in or permit corrupt practices in the workplace
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Is contract cheating different?
◦ YES!
◦ Contract cheating is different from plagiarism (citing other people’s work without 

acknowledging the source) or whispering an answer on a test
◦ Plagiarism is sometimes accidental, exam cheating is sometimes done on the 

“spur of  the moment”
◦ Contract cheating is pre-meditated, intentional and it usually involves a whole 

assessment item 
◦ It damages the academic integrity of  an institution on a far greater level –

reputational damage can be severe (e.g.. the Pens for Hire scandal in Australia in 
2015)
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WHAT CAN BE DONE?

Understand, prevent and respond 
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Three-pronged response – no single solution

1.Universities
2.Governments
3.Quality assurance agencies

◦My framework: understand, prevent, respond
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UNIVERSITIES 
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1. Universities: what can they do?
◦ Universities should try to understand why students cheat:

◦ Remember Abdullah?
◦ Language other than English Status (LOTE)
◦ Dissatisfaction with the learning environment
◦ Opportunities to cheat
◦ Other factors….being male, being an undergraduate, etc. can’t be changed but its good 

to be aware of  them
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Universities can prevent cheating
◦ Changes to the teaching and learning environment
◦ Teach modules in research ethics and academic integrity
◦ Teach how to footnote, how to create a bibliography/list of  references
◦ Introduce an “Honor code”
◦ Explain the Academic Integrity policy

◦ Assessment Design: meaningful, reasonable, timely & closely linked to learning outcomes
◦ Oral presentations for written assignments
◦ Unique assessments – don’t roll out the same assignments/questions each semester
◦ Tailor the assessment closely to the course
◦ Not too many individual pieces of  assessment – they mount up over 4-5 courses – no conflicts

◦ Teaching and learning practices: get to know your students!  This is the most important factor in detecting contract 
cheating (Bretag and Harper, 2018)

◦ Academic integrity: discuss it, have a policy, teach it (see recommendations
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Universities must respond to cheating
◦ A comprehensive reporting system and database
◦ To deal with ALL complaints of  cheating, including contract cheating
◦ Australian research showed that when a lecturer suspects contract cheating:
◦ More than 1/3 of  lecturers (36.5%) deal with suspected contract cheating themselves with a range of  penalties
◦ About 55.8% referred it to an academic integrity decision-maker
◦ And 7.7% ignored it

◦ Out of  the 36.5% who “dealt with it themselves”:
◦ Warning/counselling – 41.9%
◦ Zero for the assignment 37.1% 
◦ Reduced mark  - 28.3%
◦ Is this a problem?
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What do lecturers do when they suspect a case 
of  contract cheating?

Bretag & Harper et al (2018)

Report it Ignore it Deal with it themselves 
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How do they “deal with it themselves?”
Bretag and Harper et al, 2018

Zero for the assignment Reduced mark for the assignment Warning/counselling
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Is this a problem?
◦Yes, because:
1. The university does not have a record of  which students are 

engaging in contract cheating
2. The university does not have a record of  which assignments/ 

courses need to be revised
3. The university can’t ensure consistency of  penalties
◦Think about the police: what would happen if  every police 

officer decided every case on the spot?
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GOVERNMENTS
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Governments: what can they do?

◦Pass a law to make contract cheating websites and offices illegal
◦ New Zealand has done this already – Australia, the UK and Ireland are in the 

process of  considering their options

◦ Every country should consider making it illegal to sell work to students when the 
provider likely knows that the work is for school or university credit

◦ Get the Ministry of  Higher Education to work with the Ministry of  Education: 
cheating starts in school
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New Zealand law - contract cheating is a 
crime

◦ s292E Offence to provide or advertise cheating services

◦ A person commits an offence if  the person provides any service specified in subsection (4) with the intention of  giving a student an 
unfair advantage over other students.

◦ A person commits an offence if  the person advertises any service described in subsection (4) knowing that the service has or would have the 
effect of  giving a student an unfair advantage over other students.

◦ A person commits an offence who, without reasonable cause, publishes an advertisement for any service, described in subsection (4).

◦ The services referred to in subsections (1) to (3) are as follows:

◦ Completing an assignment or any other work that a student is required to complete as part of  a programme or training scheme;

◦ Providing or arranging the provision of  an assignment that a student is required to complete as part of  a programme or training scheme;

◦ Providing or arranging the provision of  answers for an examination that a student is required to sit as part of  a programme or training 
scheme;

◦ Sitting an examination that a student is required to sit as part of  a programme or training scheme or providing another person to sit the exam
in place of  the student.
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QUALITY ASSURANCE 
AGENCIES
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Quality assurance
◦ “Maintaining and enhancing academic integrity can be viewed as part of  the quality assurance cycle within an 

institution, to ensure that it comes under regular scrutiny”
◦ QAA “Contracting to cheat in higher education” (2017), p24

◦ There should be an explicit process for an faculty member to follow when they suspect a case of  contract cheating:
◦ Who to report it to
◦ How to report it

◦ Evidence collection
◦ Samples of  the student’s normal writing style
◦ Notes from a viva voce examination
◦ Meta-data collected from a word doc - authorship

◦ Viva voce examination of  the student
◦ Vivas should be a normal part of  the assessment process
◦ Chaired by someone independent of  the allegation
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Quality assurance agencies
◦ The QAA has written 2 reports and made recommendations to the higher ed sector

◦ QA agencies can undertake research across the whole sector

◦ QA agencies can make recommendations to all higher ed institutions:
◦ Create an Academic Integrity Office
◦ Create and Academic Integrity policy
◦ Raise awareness of  contract cheating with faculty and students on a regular basis
◦ Recommend all universities look at their assessment policies
◦ Ensure that there is a comprehensive database to deal with ALL cases of  cheating in every university
◦ Introduce requirements into national QA frameworks

◦ QA agencies can ensure that changes are made across the sector in a way that individual institutions 
cannot – for fear of  being singled out or for lack of  institutional capability 

◦ Database using an overall system to see trends across all institutions
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QAA “Contracting to cheat in higher 
education” – (2017)

◦ Sets out best practice towards achieving academic integrity in higher education
◦ Education for students

◦ Training and information for faculty 
◦ Authentic Assessments: 
◦ Authentic
◦ Face-to-face 
◦ Peer assessments
◦ Don’t recycle each semester

◦ Blocking essay mills and those who advertise them
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MY   RECOMMENDATIONS
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Recommendations: (see pp35 of  my paper)
1. Act now – don’t wait for a scandal

2. Start a conversation on your campus about academic integrity and academic misconduct

3. Establish an Academic Integrity Office – staff  it with people who have knowledge of  pedagogical issues like 
assessment

4. Policy – get your AIO to create an Academic Integrity Policy with a wide mandate

5. Focus groups – faculty and student, to understand current attitudes and behaviours

6. Research: do it, read it, understand it, implement it

7. Definitions and understandings of  what academic integrity is

8. Mission statement and values – review?

9. Educate staff  and students

10. Create a Database – comprehensive, secure, for complaints and penalties…
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Continued…

11. Penalties: transparency, consistency, across the university: graduated in severity. Job references? Admission to professional bodies?

12. Disciplinary Committee – clear and transparent process

13. Honour Code – students cheat less when they sign up to an agreement about academic integrity e.g. Stanford, McCabe research

14. Academic honesty education
11. Every under-graduate and post-graduate programme needs to have a module on academic integrity and ethics
12. Instructors must explicitly define why a practice is unacceptable

15. Teach citation techniques – no one is born with the ability to cite properly

16. Teach students computer skills – how to use Word, create a PowerPoint

17. Enhance detection – Turnitin? Other software solutions?

18. Social media – monitor it for advertising of  cheating services

19. Tutoring services – it’s a fine line between tutoring and cheating

20. Secondary schools – all your students come from them: 99% of  cheating students in Canada cheated at school

21. Accreditation and quality assurance

22. International connections – join ICAI

23. 19 October 2019 – mark the International Day Against Contract Cheating (ICAI)

24. Lobby your Minister of  Higher Education for a law change and action at all levels of  education against cheating

25. Legislative change - support universities – penalize students??
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CONCLUSION
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Takeaways…
◦ Contract cheating is a problem – for every university – it is happening on your campus!

◦ It is a growing problem

◦ A range of  solutions are needed to address it: there is no silver bullet

◦ Set up an Academic Integrity Office/Unit without delay and give them a list of  tasks

◦ There must be cross-sector co-operation to address it – no institution can fix it on their own

◦ The government should get involved: it’s a key stakeholder in higher education

◦ Every university needs to design an action plan to determine what it will do: short-term and long-term

◦ Don’t wait for the scandal or the undercover journalist to expose your institution and risk institutional 
damage

◦ Act now – create a culture of  academic integrity on your campus
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THANK YOU 
Correspondence to: drmyrawilliamson@gmail.com 
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