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conducted by Burrus, McGoldrick, and Schuhmann
[1] indicated that students are not even aware of what
constitutes cheating until some type of definition is
given. Of additional concern are the changing views
of what is considered appropriate, as new
technologies such as cell phones and their capabilities
have increased methods for cheating [3, 10, 12, 15]

ABSTRACT
This focus of this study was to identify appropriate
penalties for situations involving academic
dishonesty (cheating) as perceived by college student.
A secondary purpose was to document any
differences in perceptions based on class level. A
total of 266 students in introductory information
systems courses completed an 18-item instrument at
the end of the college semester. Results of the study
revealed that the penalties perceived as appropriate
for cheating differ among freshman, sophomores, and
upper classmen (juniors and seniors). Areas of
further research are suggested.
Keywords: Academic Dishonesty,
Penalties, Ethics, Information Systems

Although researchers have documented that students
self-report that they cheat less than their peers,
believing and observing their peers cheating
motivated them to cheat [1, 2, 4, 13, 14, 19]. Davy,
Kincaid, Smith, and Trawick [6] found that students,
who were aware that their peers were cheating,
significantly increased the probability that they also
would cheat. Megehee and Spake [13] reported the
possibility that they might be caught, was not a
deterrent to prevent students from cheating on
homework and tests.

Cheating,

INTRODUCTION
Academic dishonesty is a critical issue facing
educators. Cheating in all levels of education has
been described as widespread, increasing, and
alarming [10, 11, 23]. The Josephson Institute’s 2008
Report Card on the Ethics of American Youth found
that 64 percent of high school students reported they
had cheated on tests in 2008, which was an increase
of 4 percent from 2006 [6]. Numerous researchers
have explored the causes and perceptions of cheating,
both from faculty and students viewpoints [2, 19, 20,
22]. Volpe, Davidson, and Bell [24] reported that in
general, teachers are underestimating the amount of
cheating that is actually occurring in their
classrooms.

As ethical issues in the workplace are so widely
publicized and discussed, the rise of academic
dishonesty in education is disheartening. Numerous
researchers have characterized the attitudes and
motivators of students who cheat [6, 16, 17]. A goal
of educators is to ensure that as students progress
through their college career, ethical behavior would
be understood and incidences of cheating behavior
would be lessened. However, as Rawwas, Swaidan,
and Isakson [18] point out, academic dishonesty and
incidents where students put their self-interest above
ethics is rising.
NEED FOR THE STUDY
The increasing rate of academic dishonesty at all
levels of education is disturbing, and numerous
researchers have recommended further research is
crucial. As reported by King, Guyette, and
Piotrowski [9] who studied online cheating, further
research in relation to class level is needed. Research
on college students’ perceptions of the penalties for
cheating and any differences based on class standing,
however, is limited. Therefore, this study investigated
the perceptions of students in an information systems
class of the appropriate penalties for academic

In a study of university students conducted by
Kidwell, Wozniak, and Laurel [8] over seventy
percent reported that they had cheated on multiple
occasions. The survey asked students about the
seriousness of various forms of cheating, and the
majority of students reported getting questions from
someone who had already taken a test to be trivial
cheating, or not cheating at all. Carter and
Punyanunt-Carter [5] found that students reported
some methods of addressing cheating on tests more
acceptable than others. The results from a study
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dishonesty. Further investigation identified any
differences in perceptions of the appropriate penalty
based on class standing.

the course with a failing grade, and e) withdrawn
from the university. The academic dishonesty
penalties were derived from the researchers’
university’s Faculty and Professional Personnel
Handbook.

PURPOSE
The purpose of this study was to document college
students’ perceptions of the appropriate penalties for
academic dishonesty in an introductory information
systems course. A secondary purpose was to identify
if any differences exist in college students
perceptions of appropriate penalties in relation to
class level. To address this purpose, answers to the
following research questions were investigated:
1.

What are college students’ perceptions of the
appropriate penalties for academic dishonesty in
an introductory information systems course?

2.

Are there statistically significant differences in
student perceptions of the appropriate penalties
for academic dishonesty based on class level?

Instrument Validation. The survey instrument was
reviewed for validity by a 10-member panel of
experts. The panel of experts included information
systems faculty, information systems researchers, and
university computing services administrators. The
panel’s evaluation indicated that the survey met the
researchers’ stated objectives.
Instrument Clarification. Clarity of the instrument’s
directions and individual questions was pilot tested
with a volunteer group of 31 students from an
advanced information systems course. Since no
difficulties were reported by the pilot group, no
changes in wording or length were made to the
survey.
Data Collection

PROCEDURES
During the last week of the fall semester, students
enrolled in seven sections of an introductory
information systems course were asked to complete
an online survey regarding their perceptions of the
appropriate penalties for academic dishonesty. A total
of 226 students volunteered to participate in the
study. Students were informed during survey
administration that participation in this study was
voluntary, anonymous, and would not have an impact
on their final course grade, as required by the
university IRB.

The procedures used to conduct the study are
outlined in the following section and include a
description of the study participants, instrument, data
collection, and data analysis.
Participants
The participants for this study consisted of students
enrolled in seven sections of an introductory
information systems course offered at a mid-sized,
Midwestern university. As required by Institutional
Review Board (IRB) protocol, only students who
were willing volunteers participated in the study. A
total of 266 students volunteered to participate.

Data Analysis
In accordance with the university’s IRB guidelines,
all identifiers were removed before statistical
analysis. Frequencies and percentages were
calculated to provide a demographic profile of the
participants and to document their perceptions of the
appropriate penalties for the 18 situations involving
academic
dishonesty.
Differences
between
perceptions of appropriate penalties between class
levels were identified by compiling means and
standard deviations then running one-way
ANOVA’s. All tests of significance were determined
at the .05 alpha levels. Tukey’s HSD was used as a
post-hoc test to examine pairwise differences among
the three groups (i.e., freshmen, sophomores, and
upper classmen).

Instrument
As no instrument was found that directly addressed
the study objectives, an 18-item survey instrument
was developed by the researchers. The survey
instrument was based on a review of literature,
classroom experience, and discussions with students.
The survey instrument included three sections:
computer assignments, online testing, and personal
integrity/responsibility. Each section contained six
situations of academic dishonesty. Participants
reported their perceptions of the appropriate penalty
for each situation using a five-point Likert type scale.
Scoring options were: a) no penalty, b) a grade of
“0,” c) a grade of “0” and a required course on
cheating/ethics, d) administratively withdrawn from
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the participants reported the appropriate penalty
would be a grade of “0.” For the situation of
completing
assignments
for
a
classmate,
approximately 40 percent indicated there should be
no penalty, while about 40 percent reported the
penalty should be a grade of “0.” These findings are
illustrated in Table 2.

FINDINGS
Participant Demographic Profile
A total of 266 students enrolled in seven sections of
an introductory information systems course
participated in this study. Gender was represented by
141 males (53%) and 123 females (47%). Age ranges
included 21 (8%) 18-year-olds, 110 (41%) 19-yearolds, 69 (26%) 20-year-olds, and 66 (25%) aged 21
and over. There were 132 (50%) freshman, 78 (29%),
sophomores and 56 (21%) upper classmen (juniors
and seniors). This profile is presented in Table 1.

Research Question Two
Research question two sought to identify significant
differences in student perceptions of the appropriate
penalties for academic dishonesty based on class
level. To test for differences among three groups, a,
one-way ANOVA test was run. Within the studied
categories that included 18 situations, six areas of
significant differences were found. To further
identify pairwise differences, Tukey’s HSD post hoc
tests were run. (See Table 3.)

Research Question One
Research question one was asked to document
student perceptions of the appropriate penalties for
academic dishonesty in an introductory information
systems course. Three categories were studied:
computer assignments, online testing, and personal
responsibility/integrity. (See Table 2.)

Computer Assignments. Within the six situations of
computer assignments presented, there were four
areas of significant differences. Freshman
participants reported that copying a classmates
completed files and submitting an assignment
completed by a classmate/friend warranted
significantly lighter penalties as compared with
junior/senior participants. Freshman participants
reported using completed files found on the
classroom computer desktop warranted significantly
lighter penalties as compared with sophomore
participants. In relation to the significance found
between class levels in the situation of using
completed files from a flash drive lost by a classmate,
no pairwise differences were found. However, a
comparison of freshman M(2.47) with sophomore
M(2.79) and upper classmen M(2.8) indicates
freshman participants perceived using completed files
from a flash drive lost by a classmate as warranting
lighter penalties than sophomore and junior/senior
participants.

Computer Assignments. In four of the six presented
situations, over half of the participants reported a
grade of “0” would be an appropriate penalty. In two
of the six situations (copying from a classmates
computer screen and completing an individual
assignment as a group) approximately forty percent
reported the appropriate penalty would be “no
penalty”, while approximately 40 percent reported a
grade of “0” would be appropriate.
Online Testing. In all six of the situations presented,
approximately half of the participated reported that
the appropriate penalty for cheating during on online
test would be to receive a test grade of “0”. These
situations include: using unauthorized book(s) during
testing, copying test answers from a classmate,
collaborating with other students during the test,
using unauthorized (hidden) notes during the test,
getting questions/answers for a test from a student
who just completed the test, and text messaging
another student for help during the test.

Online Testing. Within the six situations of proctored
online testing, there was one area of significant
difference. Freshman participants reported that
collaborating with other students during the test
warranted significantly lighter penalties as compared
with junior/senior participants.

Personal Responsibility and Integrity. In three of the
six situations presented (allowing a classmate to copy
from their computer screen, leaving completed files
on the classroom computer desktop instead of saving
on their required flash, and after completing a test,
providing questions/answers to a student who will be
taking the test later), over half of the participants
reported the appropriate penalty would be “no
penalty.” In two of the situations (allowing a
classmate to copy completed files and test messaging
answers to a classmate taking the test), over half of
Volume X, No. 2, 2009

Personal Integrity and Responsibility. Within the six
situations of personal integrity and responsibility,
there was one area of significant difference.
Freshman participants reported allowing a classmate
to copy completed files warranted significantly
lighter penalties as compared with sophomore
participants. This analysis is displayed in Table 3.
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that penalties for cheating on tests are appropriate,
and many accept the penalties as worth the risk.
Students need to understand that by giving others test
information, they could be hurting their own grade.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
When interpreting the results of the findings of this
study it should be noted that following IRB protocol,
only students who were willing volunteers
participated in the study. The student participants
were enrolled in an introductory information systems
course. The following conclusions were drawn with
these limitations in mind.

Perhaps the most challenging category for educators
is in relation to students’ perceptions of their personal
responsibility and integrity. Overall, the means were
lowest in this category for all class levels, and the
occurrences of “no penalty” for assisting others to
cheat were high. Sophomores did report that allowing
a classmate to copy completed files, warranted a
significantly harsher penalty when compared with
freshman. In the situation of allowing a classmate to
copy from their computer screen, junior and senior
means were lower than freshman and sophomores.

Research question one documented student
perceptions of the appropriate penalties for academic
dishonesty in an introductory information systems
course, and research question two analyzed any
differences in perceptions between class levels. In the
majority of situations
involving computer
assignments,
online
testing,
and
personal
responsibility/integrity categories, freshman students
perceived the instance of cheating warranted lighter
penalties than all other class levels.

Educators must find ways to enforce acceptable use
policies and acceptable collaborative behaviors. This
must include finding ways to assure students do their
own work and identifying methods to prevent misuse
of technology in the classroom. Software that allows
instructors to monitor student use of computers
during class may be part of the solution. Instructors
and instructional designers may also add features to
assignments and examinations that make them unique
to an individual student. For example, if each student
must process a different set of data in an assigned
problem, it might discourage them from copying each
other’s work.

The category of computer assignments revealed the
most significant differences in perceptions of the
appropriate penalties based on class level. The more
advanced a student is in their college career, the
higher the penalty they perceive is appropriate for
cheating on computer assignments. The areas that
were not significantly different were copying from a
classmate’s computer screen and completing an
individual assignment as a group. These items were
rated as low by all students, as many had indicated
this was deserving of “no penalty.” Beginning
students enter the college environment with beliefs or
expectations that might change as they progress. As
students mature, they may realize that cheating on
assignments, and the possible penalties, are not worth
the risk. They also may realize that doing their own
work is in their best interest. However, regardless of
students’ class rank, some incidences that educators
perceive as cheating are not perceived as cheating by
students. Educators need to reinforce what constitutes
cheating and the penalties that will be enforced as a
consequence.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER
RESEARCH
Based on the findings from this study, the following
recommendations for additional research are offered.

In regard to online testing, although freshman means
were lower than all other class levels, most students
reported that the appropriate penalty for cheating
would be to receive a test grade of “0.” With regard
to the situation of collaborating with other students
during testing, upperclassmen reported that this
penalty should be significantly harsher than
freshman. Students rated getting test questions and
answers from a student who just completed the test as
not deserving as severe a penalty as all other
situations. It appears that students consistently agree
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1.

Since this study found the area of personal
responsibility and integrity to be perceived as
warranting less of a penalty for academic
dishonesty than assignment and testing, further
research should focus on this area.

2.

As this study focused on students in an
introductory information systems course, further
research should be conducted in advanced
information systems courses and in other subject
areas.

3.

As this study focused on the demographic
variable of class level, other variables based on
gender or major should be studied.

4.

Since it is important to understand beginning
students’ beliefs and behaviors, this study should
be replicated in three years to identify any
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changes in entering freshman perceptions of the
appropriate penalties for academic dishonesty.
5.

academic dishonesty. Teaching Business Ethics,
7(3), 205-214.

This study should be replicated in five years to
determine any changes in student perceptions of
the appropriate penalties for academic dishonesty
over time. In response to the unethical/illegal
activities in the workplace, the Association to
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business
(AACSB) has advocated more attention to
business ethics. As faculty include a course in
ethics to their curriculum, or incorporate ethics
into their current courses replicating this study
could validate those efforts.

9.
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Table 1. Participant Demographic Profile
Frequency
(N=266)

Valid
Percent

Male

141

53

Female

123

47

18

21

8

19

110

41

20

69

26

21+

66

25

132

50

Sophomore

78

29

Junior/Senior

56

21

Variable
Gendera

Age range

Class Level
Freshman

a

In the variable of Gender, two (2) respondents elected not to respond.
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No Penalty

Grade of “0”

Grade of “0” and
Required Course
on Cheating

Withdrawn with
Failing Grade

Dismissed from
University

Table 2. Student Perceptions of Appropriate Penalties for Academic Dishonesty

%

%

%

%

%

Copies a classmate’s completed files

2

73

13

9

3

Copies from a classmate’s computer screen
Uses completed files from a flash drive lost by a
classmate
Uses completed files found on the desktop

44

44

6

5

1

2

58

17

21

2

8

66

12

10

3

Submits an assignment completed by a friend/classmate

1

66

20

12

1

Completes an individual assignment with a group

48

41

6

3

2

Uses unauthorized book(s) during a test

10

57

14

16

3

Copies test answers from a classmate

12

61

16

9

2

Collaborates with other students during the test

12

59

12

15

2

Uses unauthorized (hidden) notes during a test
Gets questions/answers from a student who just
completed the test
Text messages another student for help during the test

6

65

13

13

3

36

49

7

6

2

5

64

12

17

2

Allows a classmate to copy completed files

28

59

6

5

2

Allows a classmate to copy from their computer screen
Leaves completed files on the desktop instead of saving
on their (required) flash
Completes assignments for a classmate
After taking a test, gives questions/answers to a
classmate who will be taking the test later
Text messages answers to a classmate taking a test

69

24

3

1

3

56

34

4

3

3

42

44

8

4

2

61

23

8

7

1

23

54

9

13

1

Situation
Computer Assignments

Online Testing

Personal Responsibility & Integrity
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Table 3. Differences In Student Perceptions of the Appropriate Penalties for Academic Dishonesty Based On Class Level
Freshman Sophomore
Junior/Senior
df
f
p
Situation
Ma (SD)
Ma (SD)
Ma (SD)
Computer Assignments
Copies a classmate’s completed files

2.27(.71)

2.35(.77)

2.61(.93)

2, 263

3.6

.027*

Copies from a classmate’s computer screen
Uses completed files from a flash drive lost
by a classmate
Uses completed files found on the desktop
Submits an assignment completed by a
friend/classmate
Completes an individual assignment with a
group

1.65(.76)

1.75(.85)

1.95(1.02)

2, 262

2.4

.093

2.47(.81)

2.79(1.02)

2.80(.88)

2, 263

4.5

.012*

2.17(.77)

2.58(1.02)

2.43(.91)

2, 262

5.6

.004**

2.30(.67)

2.54(.78)

2.69(.86)

2, 262

6.0

.003**

1.65(.78)

1.72(.99)

1.78(.85)

2, 262

.47

.620

Uses unauthorized book(s) during a test

2.42(.92)

2.40(1.01)

2.64(1.10)

2, 263

1.2

.270

Copies test answers from a classmate
Collaborates with other students during the
test
Uses unauthorized (hidden) notes during a
test
Gets questions/answers from a student who
just completed the test
Text messages another student for help
during the test

2.21(.79)

2.36(.89)

2.39(1.06)

2, 262

1.1

.330

2.23(.86)

2.32(.90)

2.66(1.08)

2, 262

4.3

.014*

2.39(.86)

2.40(.94)

2.46(.91)

2, 261

.14

.870

1.82(.86)

1.90(.93)

2.00(.96)

2, 261

.82

.440

2.41(.82)

2.45(.98)

2.59(.97)

2, 263

.79

.450

1.80(.69)

2.14(.96)

2.04(1.03)

2, 262

4.2

.016*

1.38(.67)

1.59(1.11)

1.14(.80)

2, 263

1.5

.208

1.54(.85)

1.81(1.07)

1.61(.93)

2, 263

2.1

.129

1.69(.78)

1.83(.92)

2.00(1.03)

2, 262

2.4

.089

1.55(.93)

1.69(.98)

1.75(.99)

2, 263

1.0

.360

2.10(.91)

2.25(1.00)

2.14(1.02)

2, 262

.58

.560

Online Testing

Personal Responsibility & Integrity
Allows a classmate to copy completed files
Allows a classmate to copy from their
computer screen
Leaves completed files on the desktop
instead of saving on their (required) flash
Completes assignments for a classmate
After taking a test, gives questions/answers
to a classmate who will be taking the test
later
Text messages answers to a classmate taking
a test
a

Where 1 = No Penalty, 2 = Grade of “0”, 3 = Grade of “0” and Required Course on Cheating, 4 = Withdrawn from
Class with Failing Course Grade, 5 = Dismissed from University
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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