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MORAL DISENGAGEMENT AND ACADEMIC CHEATING:
THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCE AND SITUATIONAL VARIABLES
by
Veronica E. Cava

Adviser: Professor Barry Zimmemman

it has been observed in the student cheating literature that although nearly all students
report holding beliefs that it is morally unacceptable to engage in cheating, a majority of these
same students have engaged in cheating (Davis, Grover, Becker & McGregor, 1992). The
present research sought to examine whether Bandura’s (1990) notion of moral disengagement
would be able to bridge the seeming gap between cheating beliefs and cheating behavior.
Moral disengagement is defin=Z as the process by which an individual proactively suspends
his/her moral standards in an effort to reduce the self-censure that ordinarily accompanies
conduct that violates one’s moral code. The reduction of self-censure frees the individual to
violate his/her moral code {i.e., cheating.)

The present research hypothesize~ that individuals who hold strong anti-cheating
beliefs would also admit to cheating. Morai Disegagement would mediate the relationship
between Cheating Beliefs and Self-reported Cheating. Students who relied more heavily on
the use of Moral Disengagement were expected to report less guilt when they engage in
cheating. Path analysis of the original research model supported each of these hypotheses.

Supplemental analyses examined eight background variables to determine their
influence on students’ cheating beliefs and their tendency to morally disengage in potential

cheating situations.
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Among these eight factors were four individual difference variables (i.e., Religiosity, Self-
regulatory Efficacy to Resist Peer Influence to Cheat, Academic Self-efficacy, and Personal
Academic Achievement Goals) and four situational variables (i.e., Parental Academic
Achievement Goals, Peers’ Cheating, Fear of Consequences [of cheating], and Exam
Preparedness.)

It was found that students who were more religious were less likely to morally disengage.
Students who had high Self-regulatory Efficacy to Resist Peer influence to Cheat and who
believed that their classmates rarely cheated also had strong beliefs that cheating is wmng;
were less likely to morally disengage, and were less likely to report engaging in cheating. The
belief that the consequences of cheating would be severe was associated with strong Anti-
cheating Beliefs and the tendency to refrain from morally disengaging. Finally, students who

generally felt less prepared for examinations were more likely to morally disengage.
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Moral Disengagement 1

Not surprisingly, most students seem to have a sense that academic cheating is
wrong. Davis, Grover, Becker and McGregor (1992) reported that over approximatety four
years and 6,000 college students, the percentage of students stating that it is wrong to cheat is
never less than 90%. Yet, approximately 76% of these same students have reported engaging
in cheating in either high school, college, or both. Aidala and Greenblat (1986) cbserved the
same inconsistency between belief and action in their examination of moral judgments among
students from the late 1920's to the early 1980's. They argue that traditionally disapproved
behaviors such as stealing, cheating, accepting bribes, or having extramarital affairs are still
consistently rated as morally wrong. However, this consistency of moral judgment over time
has been accompanied by an increasing willingness to engage in these behaviors, despite
beliefs that they are morally wrong. Finally, even in the classic study of ch.eatiriy by Hartshome
and May (1930), the authors conclude that, “... Knowiedge of the proper thing to do show{s] no
relation with the doing of it...(p. 163).”

What phenomenon allows this seeming inconsistency between belief and behavior to
operate on an aimost universal basis? Specifically, what psychological processes allow an
individual to endorse a moral standard of cheating as unpermissible and yet consistently

engage in this very same behavior? If an individual tends to behave in a way that is
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Moral Disengagement 2

inconsistent with his/her stated beliefs, why not reject those beliefs in favor-of ones that are
consistent? Is there a way to bridge this seeming gap between belief and action?
Situational Factors in Moral Jud
One possible source of the observed inconsistency between moral beliefs and moral

behavior may stemn from the type of mode! used to predict moral behavior. Specifically, most
traditional approaches to this question use models that contain an underlying assumption of a
single stage model. Single stage models operate under the assumption that individuals
endorse general moral principles, and that there is a one-to-one comrespondence between
beliefs and behavior. Examples of such general moral principles are as follows:

+ ‘“itis good to help those who are less fortunate than oneself.”

e “ltis important to respect the rights of others.”

e “Itis wrong to (knowingly) spread untruths about others.”

e ‘“itis wrong to cheat on tests at school.”
Single stage models treat these principles as universal and context-free in their application.
With single stage models, it is common to measure an individual's endorsement of a particular
set of moral principles and then attempt to predict cheating behavior (e.g., Davis et al., 1992;
Aidala & Greenblat, 1986). The difficulties with single stage, universalistic models are well
known: they fail to account for situational variation in behavior. Even in everyday activity (e.g.,
parents disciplining their children, justice administered within the legal system), it is widely
recognized that no general principle works all the time or in all situations. Every principle is
defined, to some degree, by circumstances. Thus, “Thou shait not kill” may be rendered “Thou

may kill in self-defense.”
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Abstraction Behavior

Moral Principle e— C Moral Behavior }

Moral Principle

Figure 1 shows a general single stage model of moral behavior. If this model is
applied to cheating, it would hypothesize that cheating beliefs are expected to directly predict
cheating behavior. Thus, those endorsing the unacceptability of cheating are expected to
refrain from cheating, while those who do not believe that cheating is wrong would be expected
to cheat. As can be seen from the Davis et al. (1992) and the Aidala and Greenbiat (1986)
studies, the overwhelming majority of students express the belief that cheating is wrong.
Contrary to the prediction that would be made with a single stage model, substantial numbers
of these same students engage in cheating behavior. This inconsistency highlights the
inadequacy of single stage models.

This same inconsistency between beliefs and behavior would be present if Kohiberg's
model of moral reasoning were applied to the prediction of cheating behavior. Kohlberg's
model seeks to enumerate the criteria by which behavior is judged to be morally acceptable or
unacceptable. The sequence of the stages in his model is thought to be consistent over
individuals, and within a given stage, the criteria for judging behavior are thought to be
consistent over context. For example, for individuals in the stage of Social System and
Conscience (stage 4), the primary concem is with maintaining the existing social order, which
inciudes obeying legitimate authority, upholding the law, and meeting one’s duties to society
(Colby & Kohiberg, 1987). The common property of moral judgments within all stages of
Kohiberg's model is that within a given stage of moral reasoning, the same criteria are

* hypothesized to be used in all contexts. Thus, for individuals in the stage of Social System and
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Moral Disengagement 4

Conscience, the reasoning for avoiding any deviant behavior (e.g., cheating, lying, being
selfish) is the same: it is damaging to the social order.

Situational variation in behavior is not addressed by this model. Kohiberg's failure to
address situational specificity in behavior allows his model to be conceptualized as a “single
stage” because it would hypothesize a direct relationship between level of moral reasoning and
moral behavior. Since one’s moral beliefs are not applied to concrete behavioral situations in
a context-free manner, the mere knowledge of one’s cognitive competency for morality
(Mischel & Mischel, 1975) is not sufficient to predict behavior. [f, as in the present research,
one is interested in the prediction of actual (cheating) behavior, Kohiberg's failure to consider
the situational variation in applicability of moral principles limits the utility of his model for this
purpose.

Given the relatively poor ability to predict cheating using traditional single stage
models, a dual stage model was proposed for the purposes of the current research. This dual
stage model proposes a hypothetical construct, “moral disengagement,” as a mediating
process in the relationship between cheating beliefs and cheating behavior. Moral
disengagement is proposed as a potential mediating process based upon the work of Bandura
(eg., 1999, 1991).

Bandura’s notion of moral disengagement was formulated within a Social Cognitive
framework. Social Cognitive Theory views all behavior, including moral behavior, as
interpreted through and subsequently modified by a three-part self-regulatory system
(Bandura, 1978). Within this self-regulatory system, behavior is first observed by the self (self-
observation). itis then evaluated according to various intemal and external standards (self-
judgment) that have been developed through a history of social interaction (Bandura, 1978).

The final component of this selif-regulatory loop is self-reaction, whereby one’s future behavior
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is likely to be contingent upon the seff-judgments made in the second phase of the system.
Favorable judgments of behavior will give rise to positive self-reactions, while unfavorable
judgments will invoke negative self-reactions. Self-reactions, then, will take the form of either
self-reinforcement or self-censure. Self-reinforcement is likely to perpetuate a behavior, while
self-censure is likely to lead to a behavior’s discontinuance.

A negative self-reaction, or self-censure, is ordinarily expected when one violates
one’'s moral standards. However, it is Bandura's contention that self-censure can be avoided,
even in the face of behavior that has violated one’s personal standards of moral conduct. He
maintains that personal standards can be selectively activated or deactivated (Bandura,
1996a). Engagement of one’s moral code, or allowing oneself to be subject to self-censure
following violation of one’'s personal standards of moral behavior is thought to be an active
process. When the choice is made to avoid self-censure and set aside or disengage personai
moral standards, it is referred to by Bandura as “moral disengagement” (Bandura, 1990;

Bandura, 1991).

Figure 2 shows the self-regulatory feedback loop hypothesized by Social Cognitive

theorists to manage ail behavior. According to this conceptualization of behavior, cheating

behavior may be observed in the self. The self then evaluates and reacts to this behavior. Itis
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Moral Disengagement 6

during the self-judgment process that moral disengagement would occur. When an individual
has opted to morally disengage his/her standards, the self-reaction process should not
produce self-censure or guilt, since the purpose of disengaging one’s morals standards is to

escape self-condemnation.

Al " . Behavi

Situation
Moral > Cheating
/ Disengagement Behavior
Non-Cheating
Principle
\ Moral Refrain From
Engagement —— Cheating

Figure 3 shows a dual stage model of cheating. Instead of proposing a direct
relationship between anti-cheating principles and the decision to refrain from cheating as in a
single stage model, this dual stage model shows moral disengagement as an intervening
“stage” in the relationship between cheating principles and cheating behavior. itis important to
note that the model assumes that individuals hold moral principles that are inconsistent with
cheating. (Any predictions made from this model are applicabie only to such individualis.)
According to the model, individuals holding anti-cheating beliefs will either choose to activate
(engage) or deactivate (disengage) their anti-cheating beliefs in the first stage. In the second
stage, individuals who disengage their moral standards are predicted to be more likely to

engage in cheating; those who do not, are expected to refrain from cheating.
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The proposed dual stage model is highly consistent with Social Cognitive Theory in

that this theoretical orientation places heavy emphasis on situational factors. Social Cognitive
Theory is unique in that equal weight is given to personal, environmental, and behavioral
factors as determinants of human functioning. Figure 4 shows the reciprocal relationships
among these three factors, as proposed by Bandura (1991). Within the context of the present
research, the “Person” element may refer to personal beliefs, such as beliefs about cheating.
These beliefs are expected to interact with environmental factors (e.g., preparedness for an
examination, test difficuity, probability of being caught in an act of cheating) to produce
behavior (i.e., either academically honest or dishonest). Moral disengagement can be
conceived of as the interaction between Environment and Behavior. Thus, moral rules are not
viewed as transcendent; they are controlied by situational influences. Situational factors
determine the meaning of a moral principle, and behavior is modified accordingly.
Moral Disengagement Strategies

Bandura (1990) describes eight strategies of moral disengagement. Table 1 provides

a brief overview of these disengagement strategies. One group of moral disengagement
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8

Type of Cognitive Moral Disengagement Brief Description of Strategy
Distortion Strategy

I. Alteration of seif- a. Ascribe moral purposes | Cognitively reconstrue morally
perceptions to morally objectionable | objectionable behavior in terms of
associated with behavior laudable, worthy goals
behavior that
violates one’s
moral code (i.e., b. Euphemistic labeling of | Refer to the objectionable
morally morally abjectionable behavior using terms that have
objectionable behavior morally positive connotations
behavior) (e.g., firing a diligent, competent

employee may be referred to as
“right-sizing” the organization.)
c. Advantageous Contrast morally objectionabie
comparison behavior to an even more
objectionable action so that the
original behavior is perceived as
more benign by comparison.

il. Alteration ofone’'s | a. Displacement of Cognitively transfer responsibility
perceptions of responsibility for morally | for morally objectionable behavior
personal objectionable behavior | from the self to an authority figure
responsibility for
morally Engage in morally objectionable
objectionable b. Diffusion of behavior with others so that
behavior responsibility for morally | blame can be cast upon the

objectionable behavior | others (“They did it, too!").
Altematively, complete only a
segment of an entire misdeed
while others compilete the
remaining segments so that no
one individual is responsible for
the act as a whole.

lil. Denial of the a. Distort, minimize, deny, | Morally objectionable acts are
consequences of or ignore negative viewed as having minimal impact
one’s monrally outcomes that result on the victim or are viewed as
objectionable from one’s behavior. “victimless crimes.”
behavior.
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Type of Cognitive Moral Disengagement Brief Description of Strategy

Distortion Strategy
IV. Alteration of one’s | a. Dehumanization Perceive the victims of deviant
perceptions of the acts as less than human and thus,
victims of morally less deserving of the respectful
objectionable acts. treatment customarily afforded to

others.

b. Casting blame upon Blame the victim for making one’s
the victim morally objectionable behavior
necessary.

strategies involves cognitively reframing one’s objectionable behavior so that one is able to
construe it in a moral light. It is in this way that people then “can act on a moral imperative
(Bandura, 1990; p. 29)." Bandura discusses three strategies for aitering the seif-perception’s
associated with one’s objectionable behavior. The first strategy is referred to as moral
justification, whereby moral purposés are ascribed to behavior for which one would normally
expect self-condemnation. Bandura (1990) provides a military example of this strategy in
which he discusses the common perception of killing as deplorable. Yet, he states, soldiers are
able to morally justify killing in combat because thev may cognitively reconstrue it as serving
worthy or just purposes, such as pursuing freedom from oppressors, protecting democracy,
preserving peace, or any other number of
admirable goals. This strategy may aiso take the foorm of “protecting one’s honor” or
“reputation” (Bandura, 1996a).

Euphemistic labeling is a second cognitive strategy based upon altering the

perceptions of one’s questionable behavior. This strategy is effective in reducing or eliminating
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Moral Disengagement 10

self-sanctions because it is one way to relieve the sense of personal agenc;ythatan individual
would otherwise have if s/he were to violate his/her personal code of conduct (Bandura, 1990).

For example, he refers to the tendency to speak not of people being fired, but rather of them
being “selected out,” implying that this selection is something to be sought after. Bandura
discusses the transformation of “fulfilling a contract” from something evil (i.e., murder) to
something laudable, the faithful performance of duty.

Advantageous comparison is a third strategy for restructuring the perceptions of
behavior to make them more cognitively acceptable. This strategy functions by contrasting an
objectionable act with an even more objectionable one. The perception of the first contrasted
event is influenced by the perception and evaluation of the second (Bandura, 1990). A
statement of advantageous comparison may take the form of, “Ii know that it's not right to take
office supplies from work, but at least | don’t take money.” Or, one might be prompted to say, “l
know | should visit my eiderly parents once in a while, but at least | take care of their financial
needs.” In both cases, guilt is expected to be lessened by the knowledge that although one’s
behavior is less than desirable, there are worse things that one could do.

Bandura (1990) conceptualizes a second group of strategies of moral disengagement
that are designed to alter self-perceived responsibility for action, or to obscure personal
agency, in the language of Bandura. One such strategy is displacement of responsibility,
whereby perceived responsibility for objectionable or deviant conduct is (cognitively)
transferred from the self to an authority figure. Perceptions of personal control over one’s
actions are least likely when there is a high degree of consensus regarding the morality of a
given behavior, when an authority perceived to be legitimate (e.g., one’s commanding officer in
the military, a religious/cult authority figure) sanctions that action, or when the consequences of

an action are perceived to be unintended or unforeseeabie (Bandura, 1990). Bandura notes
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that with higher rank or greater perceived legitimacy of authority, it is less lii(ely that commands
for objectionable acts will be disregarded.

He is careful to note, however, that this phenomenon is not an example of mindiess
obedience. On the contrary, the decision to engage in behavior that runs counter to one’s
moral standards is a reasoned one. Bandura states that the decision to violate one’s moral
code at the request of another (i.e., a “legitimate” authority) depends largely upon a strong
sense of responsibility to “being a good functionary (p. 36)." Such individuals are concemed
with being faithful to the discharge of their duty as well with the actual consequences of their
actions. Therefore, Bandura (1990) conceives of two levels of responsibility: accountability to
one’s superiors and accountability for one’s actions themselves.

A second strategy for obscuring personal agency, and thus lessening the threat of self-
sanction, is the diffusion of responsibility. Responsibility is diffused when many people are
needed to complete a misdeed. in other words, no one person is responsibile for the entire act
in question, but rather, each person compietes a part of the whole misdeed. Group
participation in objectionable behaviors is also another method of reducing self-sanctions
because the participation of others in the questionable activity allows one to cast blame on
them rather than on the self. Personal responsibility is lessened because others are also
engaging in the same act.

Bandura (1990) discusses a third group of moral disengagement strategies, those that
affect the perceived consequences of objectionable behavior. These strategies allow one to
downplay, misrepresent, deny, or ignore the negative consequences of one’s deviant behavior.

Cognitive distortions of the consequences of one’s deviant behavior may induce a statement
such as, “Well, sure | cheated on my taxes, but it doesn’t matter.... The govemment has

enough money!” or “Yes, | cheated on my wife, but what's the harm? .... She’ll never find out.”
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These strategies are effective in the reduction of self-condemnation because in the absence of
a victim or any negative consequences, there is no need for of self-censure.

A final type of moral disengagement strategy invoives the perception of the victims of
deviant acts. Dehumanization is a strategy that is effective because there is less guilt
associated with aggression committed against those who are perceived as less than human.
Dehumanization of the victim is a common miilitary technique that allows soldiers to kill their
perceived enemy (Bandura, 1990). Another technique involves casting blame upon the victim.

it is possible to use multiple strategies of morai disengagement simultaneously.
Bandura (1991) contends that as the number of moral disengagement strategies used in a
given situation increases, the effects on behavior are muttiplicative rather than additive. With
the use of greater numbers of strategies of moral disengagement, the likelihood of self-censure
is drastically reduced, thus increasing the probability of engaging in deviant behavior.
Conversely, proactive and simuftaneous use of a number of strategies to facilitate moral
engagement (e.g., personal acceptance of responsibility, viewing potential victims as similar to
oneself, or making an active effort to assess the potential negative consequences of a given
behavior) is thought to be a stronger deterrent of deviant behavior (Bandura, 1978).

It is important to recognize that moral disengagement is a gradual process in which
self-sanctions are weakened over time and repeated performance of a once-objectionable
behavior (Bandura, 1990). The process begins with encouragement to perform a questionable
act that resuits in only slight self-condemnation. With repeated performance of the behavior
and repeated reliance on strategies of moral disengagement, the degree of self-censure
decreases and the degree of comfort with the behavior increases. As such, there is an

escalation of tolerance for deviant behavior.
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Moral Disengagement 13

Overall, the strategies of moral disengagement fall into three broad categories. These
strategies are attempts to aiter one’s perceptions of the morally unacceptable behavior itself,
perceptions of one’s responsibility for that behavior, or perceptions of the consequences of
one’s unacceptable behavior. In all three cases, however, the key feature of the proposed dual
stage model is that moral disengagement allows the prediction of situations in which behavior

is not expected to “follow the rules” (i.e., conform to moral principles).

Bandura has applied his moral disengagement construct to a number of contexts. One
such context has been the commission of aggressive acts such as those commiitted in military
combat, terrorist activity, or sexual assauit. The tendency to rely on the use of strategies of
moral disengagement has also been examined within an educational context (e.g., Bandura,
1996b) aithough it has not been directly applied to cheating to date. The application of moral
disengagement to the domain of academic cheating would be an ideal extension of this
construct because moral disengagement was intended to account for observed inconsistencies
between moral beliefs and moral behavior. Moral disengagement is hypothesized by Bandura
(1990) to predict the situations in which behavior is not expected to follow one’s professed
moral principles. By extension, cheating is a good candidate for a moral disengagement
model, as the literature has shown that cheating is subject to situational variation. For
example, students are more likely to cheat when they believe that other students are cheating
or in cases of inadequate teacher monitoring of examinations (e.g., Genereux & MclLeod,
1995). in the case of students believing that others are cheating, Bandura’'s strategy of
euphemistic labeling may manifest itself when students cognitively reconceptualize their
cheating as “just leveling the playing field” or “making things fair." In a situation where students

perceive teacher monitoring of an examination to be inadequate, the strategy of casting blame
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upon the victim make take the form of “Well, it really doesn’t matter too muéh if | cheat... If the
teacher didn't want me to cheat, she shouid have watched over the class better.” A morai
disengagement model would aid in the reliable prediction of cheating in a variety of contexts.

Bandura's work on moral disengagement can further develop the Social Cognitive
perspective on student cheating. Much of what he hypothesizes about aggression can be
applied to cheating, which can be conceived of as a type of aggression. According to this
perspective, cheating would be attractive because of the anticipated rewards, among which are
social approval and status (Bandura, 1978). Similarly, violation of one’s moral code to refrain
from acts of cheating ordinarily would lead to seif-reprimand. itis through self-condemnation
that cheating is thought to be deterred.

According to Social Cognitive Theory, students should not be expected to cheat in the
presence of other means of achieving their desired goal, be that social status, good grades, or
another type of reward. Individuals are also expected to be less likely to engage in deviant
behavior (e.g., cheat) if severe, negative consequences are anticipated for participating in that
deviant behavior (Bandura, 1978). _

Rationale

The purposes of the present research were as follows. The first goal was to provide
further evidence of the validity of a research scale specifically designed to assess students’
inclination to use strategies of moral disengagement in situations involving potential academic
dishonesty. This scale was originally developed in the course of a prior pilot study because no
adequate measure currently exists within the literature. The procedure for its development will
be reported below.

A second goal was to replicate the findings of the same pilot study in which moral

disengagement was found to be a reliable predictor of self-reported cheating in junior high
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school students. Religiosity and Perceived Cheating by Classmates, in tum, were found to be
reliable predictors of moral disengagement. Religiosity was chosen in the initial pilot study as
a potential predictor of moral engagement because it was hypothesized that those who were
more religiously inclined would be less likely to suspend their moral standards, particularly
since these individuals were hypothesized to have a moral code that is more personally salient
and thus more likely to be activated in the course of daily activity. Additionally, given the
finding by Bandura (1996b) that a prosocial orientation is negatively related to moral
disengagement, refigiosity was selected as one aspect of a prosocial orientation with the
expectation that religiosity would show similar pattemns of relationship to moral disengagement.

Perceived Cheating by Classmates was selected in the original pilot research because
personal cheating has been found to be directly related to perceived social support for cheating
(e.g., McCabe & Trevino, 1993; Bandura, 1996b).

A third goal of the present investigation also arose from the cited pilot study. One of
the conclusions of that study was that further investigation would be warranted to determine
whether other reliable predictors of moral disengagement could be found in addition to
Religiosity and Perceived Cheating by Classmates. In other words, it was necessary to
determine whether there were other factors that encourage moral disengagement in potential
cheating situations. Survey of the literature indicates that a number of situational and
individual difference variables are reliable predictors of cheating. The goal of the present
research was to select key individual difference and situational variables and to assess the
ability of these variables to predict the use of moral disengagement strategies, and in tum, seif-
reported cheating behavior.

The present research seeks to integrate two broad areas of investigation: the literature

on moral disengagement and its relationship to deviant behavior and the literature on individual
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difference and situational variables as predictors of academic dishonesty. The proposed
model tests several vaniables for their contribution to moral disengagement and subsequent
cheating. The reasoning behind the choice of the specific variables included in the model as
predictors of moral disengagement and academic dishonesty will become clearer after a
review of the recent cheating literature. As such, the eight specific predictors included in the
model will be presented with the proposed modei at the conclusion of Chapter il.

The model also tests Bandura’s assertion that the use of moral disengagement
strategies is expected to produce a reduction in guilt. Therefore, an estimation of predicted
guilt following an act of cheating is included in the proposed model.

Finally, the dependent variable in the model was academic achievement, which was
conceptualized in terms of self-reported report card grades. Academic achievement was
included in the model in order to determine whether self-reported cheating, as potentially
influenced by moral disengagement, influences good and poor students in a similar way.

Overall, then, the present research sought to extend Social Cognitive Theory to the
area of academic dishonesty. Further, it was designed to test whether a dual process model
including moral disengagement is able to account for a greater amount of variance in cheating
behavior than a single process model (i.e., one that does not include moral disengagement).
The model also addresses the issue of situational variation in moral disengagement itself. The
tendency to morally disengage was initially hypothesized to be influenced by the situational
influences of modeling, self-efficacy, and reinforcement; additional influences on the tendency
to moraily disengage are also examined based upon findings from the literature. Knowiedge of
individual differences in the tendency to morally disengage is important to the prediction of
cheating behavior because this knowledge allows for specific conditions under which one’s

behavior will and will not mirror his/her moral beliefs.
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Chapter Il
Literature Review

At present, the area of academic dishonesty continues to provoke much research in
both the psychological and educational literatures. Within these literatures, there is an
abundance of functionally driven work, but theoretically driven research is more scarce. The
present research is valuable in this regard because it seeks to add to the body of theoretical
work on cheating. Specifically, it attempts to develop a model of cheating from within a Social
Cognitive framework.

Review of the recent cheating literature will be broken into five main sections. The first
section examines the recent theoretical literature on deviant behavior. Emphasis is given to
the Social Cognitive and related views of deviance. The second section will specifically
address the recent Social Cognitive and related work on cheah’r}g itself. The third section
contains a review of the more functionally driven cheating literature. As a whole, this body of
work tends to assess the relationship of academic dishonesty to a collection of individual
difference and/or situational variables; these variables are often chosen for their “face validity.”

The fourth section contains a discussion of methodological concems within the literature and
how they affect the present research. The final section of Chapter Il presents an elaboration of
the proposed research model.

The first main area of emphasis in this literature review considers Social Cognitive and
related theories of deviance. “Related theories” refers to theoretical perspectives that are

consistent with Social Cognitive Theory, even if they are not specifically designated as such.
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Mischel and Mischel (1975) provide a concise description of the Social Cognitive view
of moral behavior. They focus on the contrast between an individual's “cognitive capacity to
generate moral (prosocial) behaviors (p. 2)° and his/her enactment of these behaviors in
concrete situations. This contrast reflects the difference between moral judgment/competence
and moral behavior. Moral competence is not necessarily expected to mirrored in behavior.
Mischel and Mischel hypothesize that the link between moral competence and moral behavior
is the expected consequences of each behavioral aitemative in a specific context. They state
that one's personal behavior-outcome expectancies influence the ultimate selection of a single
behavior from the many possibie behaviors that one could select in a given situation. These
behavior-outcome expectancies are developed through personal experience in similar
situations or they may be developed vicariously. The authors point out that “even the noblest
altruism supported by the ‘highest’ levels of moral reasoning still depends on expected
consequences...(p. 6).” They hypothesize that the issue of predicting moral behavior is made
even more complicated by differences in the subjective value of the expected outcome (i.e.,
how personally important the outcome of a situation is) and by individual differences in the
tolerance for deviations from conventional moral nomms.

According to Mischel and Mischel (1975), anticipated intemal consequences can be as
important as anticipated extemal consequences in determining (moral) behavior. Individuais
set moral goals for themselves in each situation. Meeting the established goals is expected to
lead to self-reinforcement, but failure to meet those goals is expected to produce self-
condemnation. Even when one’s moral goals are not met, the authors suggest that self-
condemnation can be avoided by a “‘wide variety of self-deceptive mechanisms (p. 13),” which

Bandura (1999) would call “moral disengagement.”
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As a relatively new construct within the psychological literature, moral disengagement
has received somewhat limited attention to date. One study by Bandura (1996b) addresses
moral disengagement in relation to delinquent and general “problem behavior.” In this study,
academic efficacy and personal academic aspirations were negatively associated with a
tendency to morally disengage and with the frequency of participation in problem behaviors
(i.e., hyperactivity, aggressiveness, inattentiveness, transgressive conduct, anxiety and
withdrawal, somatic complaints, and obsessiveness). Academic efficacy and personal
acaaemic aspirations were also positively associated with academic achievement. Academic
efficacy was defined by Bandura as the perception of control over one’s leaming and mastery
of academic subject matter and the perception that one’s own academic performance
expectations, as well as those of parents and teachers, are able to be met. Transgressive
behavior was defined as conduct that is physically injurious, destructive, verbally abusive, or
deceptive; theft was also included in this type of behavior. Academic aspirations were defined
in terms of the level of schooling students expected to complete. Academic efficacy was found
to directly and indirectly affect achievement. The indirect influence on achievement stems from
the role of academic efficacy in raising academic aspirations, facilitating positive peer social
relationships, preventing despondency, and decreasing the tendency of students to use
strategies of moral disengagement with respect to engaging in problem behavior.

Perceived self-regulatory efficacy to resist temptation to engage in high-risk activities
was found to positively influence achievement directly as well as indirectly by counteracting
students’ inclinations to morally disengage and to participate in problem behaviors (Bandura,
1996b). Self-regulatory efficacy to resist the temptation to engage in high-risk activities was
operationalized as the perception of one’s ability to refrain from alcohol/drug use, unprotected

sexual activity, and transgressive behavior.
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Prosocial orientation also had both a direct and indirect impact on aichievement
(Bandura, 1996b). It influenced achievement by facilitating positive peer social relationships,
buffering tendencies toward depression, and by discouraging moral disengagement and
problem behavior. Four aspects of prosocial behavior were assessed: kindness, helpfulness,
cooperativeness, and sharing.

Bandura (1996b) aiso reports that student popularity (i.e., positive peer regard)
appears to make the use of moral exonerations more likely in situations that potentially invoive
transgressive behaviors. Bandura is quick to note that both the size and direction of the
relationship between peer regard is contingent upon the type of peers in question. Rejection
by prosocial peers may lead to acceptance (and thus positive peer regard) by deviant peers
(Bandura, 1996b).

Use of moral disengagement strategies was also negatively associated with academic
achievement. Self-regulatory efficacy to resist the temptation to engage in high-risk activities
showed a direct relationship to academic achievement, as well as an indirect one, in that it
discouraged moral disengagement and the participation in problem behaviors (e.g.,
inattentiveness, aggressive behavior, transgressive behavior).

For the purposes of the present research, the main findings of concem were as follows.
Academic self-efficacy and academic aspirations were negatively related to moral
disengagement; peer regard was positively related to moral disengagement. Moral
disengagement was found to be a mediator of the relationship of achievement to academic
efficacy and self-regulatory efficacy to resist peer pressure to engage in transgressive
behavior. Moral disengagement was negatively related to academic achievement. As stated
by Bandura (1996b), the ability to cognitively justify transgressive conduct is inconsistent with

academic engagement. Based upon this evidence from Bandura, academic self-efficacy and
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academic aspirations were included predictors of moral disengagement in the proposed model
for the present research. Also, self-regulatory efficacy to resist peer pressure to engage in
transgressive behavior was adapted for the present research. It was modified to specifically
assess self-regulatory efficacy to resist cheating.

Sykes' and Matza's (1957) early work on neutralization and delinquency is an
important precursor of current Social Cognitive perspectives on deviant behavior.
Neutralization is defined as a set of cognitive justifications which may be employed by the
individual who commits an act that violates his moral code. Techniques of neutralization serve
the key personal and social purpose of aliowing one to escape censure by self and others.
They may be used before, during, or after the deviant behavior.

Techniques of neutralization are conceptualized as falling into five basic categories
(Sykes & Matza, 1957). Denial of responsibility is the first technique by which deviant behavior
is attributed to external, uncontrollable forces. Denial of injury is a second form of
neutralization which allows one to feel that deviant behavior, while violating an established
moral code, does not really cause any significant harm. A third form of neutralization, denial of
the victim of deviant behaviors, pemmits one adopt the role of a sort of grand policeman whose
function it is to punish and avenge other wrongdoers; victims are perceived as wrongdoers.
Condemnation of the condemners is a fourth technique whereby one attempts to lose sight of
one's wrongful actions by devaluing those who conform to the established moral code. The
fifth form of neutralization, appeal to higher loyalties, involves the embracing of the norms of a
deviant peer group while not necessarily rejecting the dominant moral norms. The paraliel
between the Sykes and Matza study and Bandura’'s (19962, 1996b) work on moral

disengagement is obvious.
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Minor (1984) examined the idea of neutralization as a hardening prooess whereby an
individual engages in deviant behavior and then must neutralize the behavior by formulating
self-exonerative statements. These neutralizations pave the way for future deviant behavior;
the escalation of tolerance for deviant behavior is referred to as hardening.

Minor (1984) draws attention to the fact that in most studies, the effects of
neutralization are confounded with those of inhibited moral beliefs. Therefore, one usually
cannot be certain as to whether observed cheating or other deviant behavior is due to the use
of neutralizing statements or to the absence of moral beliefs that would inhibit cheating. The
author implies that this problem is an example of the chicken/egg phenomenon: which is
causally primary, the deviant act or the belief that justifies that act (Minor, 1984)? As will be
seen below, the present research seeks to eliminate this issue by direct examination of
cheating beliefs prior to the examination of cheating behavior.

Minor (1984) used a two-wave panel study to assess college students’ moral attitudes
toward, degree of excuse acceptance for, and participation in several types of mildly delinquent
behavior (e.g., cheating on exams, marijuana/cocaine use, shoplifting). This type of design is
important for establishment of the direction of any causal relationship between deviant actions
and neutralizations for those deviant acts. He concluded that there is some support for the
idea of a hardening process being responsible for continued delinquent behavior. This
hardening can be conceived of in two ways, according to Minor. First, the hardening can be
viewed as moral erosion, such that increasing excuse acceptance for questionable behavior at
one time point increases the likelihood that this behavior will be approved at a later time point,
even in the absence of neutralizing excuses. A second view of the hardening process
suggested by Minor is that judgments regarding the morality of a given behavior influence

future behavior, which then affect subsequent judgments pertaining to the morality of behavior.
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Minor (1980) contends that those who engage in delinquent behavfor accept the
socially conventional standards of morality. However, he aiso maintains that these individuals
are more adept at formulating self-exonerative excuses for their behavior than those whose
behavior is closely aligned with typical standards of morality. As stated by Minor, the use of
neutralization “calls atteion to particular features which make the present case an exception to
the usual moral rule (p. 103).” This perspective is clearly supportive of the proposed moral
disengagement model in the present research, because it accounts for the endorsing of
socially conventional standards of morality while at the same time allowing the violation of
those standards by the use of seif-exonerative excuses.

The Minor (1980) study compares the tendency to use techniques of neutralization
among murderers, burglars, and robbers. In terms of degree of commitment to conventional
norms of morality, killers were found to be more likely {0 endorse obedience to the law than
either burglars or robbers. This finding was attributed to the frequent occurrence of murder as
a “crime of passion” that should not necessarily impact on general tendencies toward
engagement in illegal/immoral behavior. No difference was observed between burglars and
robbers in their commitment to conventional standards of morality. .

Minor (1980) also hypothesized that offenders would be more approving (or excuse
accepting) of the offense for which they were incarcerated. This hypothesis was not supported
by Minor’s findings. He states that these findings point to the conclusion that “offenders are not
[attitudinally] committed to their misdeeds (p. 111).” In other words, they do not endorse the
morality of such deeds. Minor also found that the type of preferred neutralization does not
reliably distinguish the type of criminal offender, such that murderers do not necessarily favor
denial of responsibility or denial of the victim any more than other types of offenders. Again,

these findings are consistent with Bandura’s (1996a) belief that those who are more likely to
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rely on strategies of moral disengagement are as likely to hold conventional moral beliefs as
those who do not.

Regoli and Poole (1978) also concluded that delinquents are not committed to their
misdeeds; they tend to endorse similar standards of moral conduct to non-delinquents. Regoli
and Poole state that delinquents tend to “drift into and out of delinquent behavior (p. 267),
which the authors attribute to the delinquent’'s holding of “middle class values” with a
simuitaneous need for excitement or thrill seeking.

Neutralization and commitment to misdeeds was also examined by Austin (1977). He
presents evidence for a somewhat contrary position. His findings resuited from the study of
delinquents (i.e., those involved with major, moderate, and minor theft; auto theft, vandalism,
and assauit). Austin contends that for those exposed to a typical pattern of socialization (i.e.,
assuming the absence of organic dysfunction), most individuals are expected to adopt and
exercise some degree of moral restraint. According to Austin, there are individual differences
in the degree to which restraint is neutralized; neutralization occurs by means of acceptance of
unconventional moral attitudes in general, not only neutralizing “befiefs (p. 136).” He further
states that with increasingly unconventional beliefs, there is a greater likelihood that a serious
violation of the normal standards of moral conduct will occur. Within his view, neutralization is
conceived of in terms of unconventional commitment (i.e., commitment to unconventional
norms). Austin views neutralization as varying degrees of commitment to unconventional
moral beliefs, whereas Sykes and Matza (1957) view neutralization as a situationally
determined process that occurs while an individual continues to maintain conventional moral
standards.

Austin provides evidence for a direct relationship between unconventionality and

conduct that violates moral norms. Unconventional commitment is believed by this author to
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influence actual participation acts that violate conventional norms, contrary to the hypotheses
of Sykes and Matza (1957). Among his sampie of delinquent boys, the rate of unconventional
commitment (operationalized as the willingness to violate the law and conventional norms of
morality) varied between approximately 31% and 57%, depending on the type of delinquency
in which the subject reportedly engaged. Those admitting to assault were the least likely in the
sample to exhibit unconventional commitment, while those admitting to major theft were the
most likely to show this tendency.

Austin notes that assessments of the degree to which an individual is judged to be
unconventionally committed is contingent upon the type of measure used. The degree of
unconventional commitment was measured in one of two ways: 1.) willingness to violate
conventional norms or 2.) a combination of willingness to violate conventional norms and
willingness to violate the law. When only willingness to violate conventional norms of morality
is considered in the determination of unconventional commitment, the rankings of
unconventional commitment for each type of delinquency remain nearly identical. However,
when unconventional commitment was measured using a combination of wiliingness to violate
conventional norms and willingness to violate the law, 24% of those admitting to assauit
expressed a willingness to violate conventional moral nomms, while nearly 43% of those
admitting to major theft expressed a willingness to do so.

An argument couid be made that by using the combined measure of unconventional
commitment, the addition of the component that assesses the willingness to violate the law is
not necessarily relevant to one’s moral principles. An individual may view endorsement of law
breaking as a different issue from the violation of a moral principle. In fact, adhering to one’s
moral principles may require an individual to break the law on occasion (e.g., conscientious

objectors who refuse to participate in combat or individuals whom Kohiberg [Colby & Kohiberg,
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1987] may classify as Postconventional in their reasoning). As sucﬁ. to indude an
assessment of one’s willingness to violate the law may contaminate the measurement of
commitment to either conventional or unconventional norms.

The above findings point to a general trend that those who violate the standards of
traditional moral behavior tend to accept conventional moral norms. In tum, these findings are
consistent with the work of Bandura (1996a, 1996b) and with the theoretical model proposed in
the present research. Both Bandura and the proposed model hypothesize that the person who
commits delinquent or deviant acts oonﬁnué to maintain conventional moral beliefs, aithough
s/he is able to find features of a given situation that make those beliefs irrelevant, and thus

those beliefs are able to be set aside in that situation.

The previous section considered theoretical work pertaining to delinquent behavior in
general. In the second main section of the literature review, consideration is given to the
recent theoretically based research focusing specifically on cheating. Again, discussion will be
confined to Social Cognitive and related perspectives.

One key study by Bandura was particularly influential in stimulating the present
research. In this study (Bandura, 1996a), he examined the relationship of moral
disengagement to delinquent behavior. included in Bandura’'s assessment of delinquent
behavior were theft, academic cheating, lying, destructiveness, truancy, and use of alcohol and
drugs. Students who tended to rely more heavily on strategies of moral disengagement were
more quick-tempered, tended to dwell on perceived wrongs done to them, experienced less
guilt, and were less likely to feel the need to make amends for injurious behavior toward others.

High moral disengagers were more likely to commit acts of interpersonal aggression

and delinquency. Moral disengagement influenced the tendency to engage in delinquent
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behavior both directly and indirectly. The indirect influence was through a reduction in
prosociainess and guilt, as well as a subsequent increase in aggression proneness. Moral
disengagement had a similar influence on aggressive behavior; those with a greater tendency
to use strategies of moral disengagement were less prosocial and experienced less guilt when
they engaged in destructive acts. The lower levels of prosocialness and guilt allowed the
disinhibition of aggressive actions. Unlike the influence of moral disengagement on
delinquent behavior, no direct relationship was found between moral disengagement and
aggressive behavior.

In this study, moral disengagement again was found to be related to prosociainess,
with the most frequent moral disengagers being the least prosocially oriented. High
disengagers were also more likely to be rejected by their peers. Bandura notes the lack of a
stable relationship between peer popularity and moral disengagement, which he attributes to
the possibility of rejection by prosocial peers and subsequent acceptance by deviance-oriented
peers.

Bandura (1996a) provides some preliminary evidence for a relationship between the
tendency to morally disengage and delinquent behavior. This study, aithough it addresses
cheating as one component of delinquent behavior, does not provide specific enough evidence
for the relationship of cheating itself to moral disengagement. This study also does not
address whether those who morally disengage actually do hold similar moral standards to
those who do not disengage, which is a key component of Bandura’'s model of moral
disengagement. In fact, the pivotal question for the present rasearch is exactly that: do
cheaters and non-cheaters share the same moral standards? The evidence that follows

suggests that both cheaters and noncheaters tend to hold anti-cheating moral standards.
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The first piece of this evidence comes from Eve and Bromiey (1981) and their
consideration of whether cheaters commit themselves to altemate (i.e., “unconventional®)
moral standards. Culture Conflict Theory, as discussed by Eve and Bromiey is related to
unconventional commitment in that Culture Conflict Theory views deviants as possessing
moral norms that conflict with those of a “more powerful extermal group (p. 4)." Delinquents are
viewed as committed to subgroup norms rather than to conventional group norms. As in the
Austin (1977) study, commitment to the values of a subgroup was considered an
“unconventional commitment.” Culture Conflict Theory was contrasted to Social Control
Theory, and the relative predictive ability of each theory was examined.

Social Control Theory views deviance as resulting from a damaging of the commitment
to conventional normal norms. When deviance occurs, it is viewed as a failure in the
socialization process. Social Control Theory posits one universal set of moral standards for all
individuals within the society, although the controlling link between social norms and actual
behavior may be broken. This broken link between social norms and behavior thus gives an
individual (cognitive) license to engage in deviant behavior. This view is contrasted with
Cuiture Conflict Theory, in which an altemate set of moral norms is proposed for those who
tend to engage in deviant behavior. Culture Conflict Theory views the deviant as a successful
example of socialization, albeit socialization within the context of subgroup moral norms (Eve &
Bromiey, 1981).

Eve and Bromiley (1981) conducted factor analyses to formulate scales corresponding
to each of these two theories in order to provide evidence that these theories were able to
predict deviant behavior. Both scales showed a significant ability to predict cheating among
college students. The authors suggest that these findings may be partially explainable in terms

of a school’'s “social orientation” versus its “academic orientation.” They state that high leveis
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of social emphasis (e.g., extracumicular activity, Greek organizations) in the climate of a school
may be linked to greater levels of cheating, which may explain the predictive ability of Culture
Conflict Theory, since an excessive orientation toward special interest social groups may
incline students toward commitment to subgroup moral standards. It is for this reason that
Cuiture Conflict Theory may have a significant ability to predict student cheating.

On the other hand, Social Control Theory may be better able to predict cheating in a
school that is very (academic) performance-oriented. In such a school, the overriding concem
is expected to be academics, which will become the basis for determining conduct. Social |
Control Theory would predict that these students would adopt the within-school norms of high
academic standards that are attained through honest means. However, this theory would also
concede that although students who function within this type of academic climate are expected
to hold the achievement of high grades and academic honesty as their personal standards,
they may not always live up to these standards. The failure to behaviorally enact one’s
standards in a given context in no way negates the holding of the standards themselves
according to Social Control Theory. In schools that have a more balanced combination of
social and academic orientations, it would stand to reason that both Social Conflict and Social
Control Theories would have predictive ability with regard to cheating.

Eve and Bromiey found that all of the 15 assessed cheating behaviors was judged to
be dishonest by a majority of the students in the sample; however, there was not compiete
unanimity on any of the items. It would seem that, as a whole, students recognize and endorse
the dominant social norms of morality in the cheating context.

The Eve and Bromley work is relevant to the concems of the presents research in that
it was designed to test whether cheaters hold an anti-cheating standard or whether they adopt

the standards of a “cheating subgroup.” Social Control Theory is closer to the proposed
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theoretical model of cheating, in that it hypothesized that the controlling Iink between a
universally held moral standard (i.e., an anti-cheating standard) is broken, which aliows
cheating to occur. The authors do not specify the mechanism of this “break,” but this
conceptualization of cheating fits well with the proposed model. In the proposed model, the
mechanism that aliows the break between moral principle and actual behavior is hypothesized
to be moral disengagement.

The fact that Culture Conflict Theory was aiso able to reliably predict student cheating,
however, requires further analysis. The authors suggest that the predictive ability of Culture
Conflict Theory may be attributable to a school’s overly social (versus academic) orientation.
As such, it would seem that an extreme focus on social activity would define the major norm
group, rather than a subgroup. Culture Confiict Theory hypothesizes that cheaters hold moral
norms of a subgroup, rather than those of the dominant norm group. This finding seems to
support Bandura’s contention that students are not expected to cheat in the presence of
alternative means of achieving their goals, be they academic achievement, social prestige, etc.

Since an overly social focus is the expected nomn at schools with a social orientation, the
students’ goals may be more in line with the achievement of social reinforcement and the
achievement of social status. As such, they disengage their morai standards (because the
overly social context may allow them to do so) and cheat. Itis important to recall that a
majority of all students agreed on the unacceptability of the 15 assessed cheating behaviors.
Thus, perhaps the students at socially oriented schools would be more prone to the use of
moral disengagement when faced with potential cheating situations.

In another study, Calabrese and Cochran (1990) examined the relationship of
alienation to cheating, aiso in an effort to determine whether cheaters hoid a similar set of

moral standards to non-cheaters. Alienation was defined as students’ rejection of the norms of
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society, which leaves them unable to derive personal relevance from the events in their daily
existence (Calabrese & Cochran, 1990). Alienation is thought to manifest itself through
antagonistic relationships with family, school, society, peers, and self. Alienated individuals
are defined as those who perceive themselves as lacking in personal agency; they feel unable
to control the outcomes of their behavior. Alienation is also associated with perceptions of
isolation from significant others and societal institutions (Calabrese & Cochran, 1990).

These authors assessed two types of alienation: social alienation and context-specific
alienation. Socially alienated students were those who did not have pians for the future, came
from a home in which both parents did not reside with the student, were “irreligious” (i.e., did
not attend church at least once a week), and had been arrested. It is particularly interesting
that religiosity was assessed in the negative, as a failure to be religious. In the present society,
itis not necessarily the social or moral norm to be religious or to participate in formal religious
observation. Many individuals whom society would judge as falling within a “normal” ethical
range of behavior profess no religious beliefs whatsoever. Thus, it puzzling why these authors
would consider failure to participate in religious services as a rejection of social moral nomms.

Context-specific alienation included perceptions of teachers as unfair, perceptions of
the school as unfair, and reported disliking of school. In this study, context-specific alienation
was designed to reflect students’ perceptions of isolation and detachment from their
educational environment.

Calabrese and Cochran (1990) found that affiuent private school students were more
likely to report potential involvement in academic dishonesty than students from a large, urban
high school. The reported frequency of actual cheating was not assessed by these authors.

Rather, they inquired about students’ perceptions of the likelfihood that they would engage in
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each of nine academically dishonest behaviors, ifthey had the opportunity and ifthey were
assured that there was no possibility of being caught.

Context-specific alienation was associated with a greater tendency to report potential
invoivement in cheating. Students who perceived school and teachers to be unfair, and who
reported disliking school were more likely to express a willingness to participate in cheating
given the above constraints of opportunity and freedom from consequences. However, the
relationship of social alienation to potential cheating was not as clear. Being raised in a
“broken home” and the lack future pians were not associated with potential cheating, aithough
irreligiousness and having been amrested did show a significant, positive relationship to
potential cheating. The authors stress that the relationship beiween either type of alienation
and potential cheating cannot nacessarily be interpreted as a causal relationship. They offer
an alternative explanation, that cheating may cause alienation, rather than vice versa.

Taken as a whole, the Calabrese and Cochran (1990) findings are consistent with the
work of Bandura (1996a; 1996b) and with the model proposed in the present research. Their
findings conceming the relationship of context-specific alienation to (potential) cheating echo
Bandura’s hypothesis that (deviant) behavior is contextually bound. More specifically, the
elements of context-specific alienatior_i considered by Calabrese and Cochran can be
integrated into a moral disengagement model. For example, students’ perceptions of school
and/or teacher unfaimess are consistent with Bandura’s “casting blame upon the victim”
strategy; a student finds it acceptable to cheat in situations where s/he feels that anticipated
poor performance is someone else’s fault. Further, cheating may be rationalized when one
dislikes school by “denying the consequences” of one’s behavior (Bandura, 1996a), such that

one might state that, “Iit doesn’t really matter if | cheat... it's not as if they teach us anything
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relevant o real life..." Thus, the way in which social alienation was operationalized by these
authors may just as easily be conceptualized in terms of moral disengagement.

In terms of the findings regarding social alienation, it is not surprising that the resuits
were not entirely consistent. The use of a broad-based construct such as (generalized) social
alienation is likely to be problematic from the perspective of Social Cognitive Theory and that of
the present research. Such a construct seeks to address the issue of alienation across
contexts, rather than within a specific context. Social Cognitive Theory in particular is very
strong in its emphasis on the need to consider context as a determinant of behavior.
Therefore, the findings regarding context-specific alienation are, not surprisingly, more
consistent; they confine the assessment of alienation to the educational context.

A concept that is closely related to alienation is Stemberg’'s (1996) notion of the
disengaged student. Stemberg’s conceptualization of the disengaged student was derived in
an attempt to explain declining levels of academic achievement. In its most basic form,
disengagement within Stemberg’s framework refers to low levels of personal investment in the
academic process. Disengaged students achieve less academically in terms of SAT scores
and proficiency in the major academic subject areas; yet, they are not less intelligent, as
measured by intelligence tests. Student disengagement has been reported at all levels of
academic ability.

Stemberg (1996) states that engaged students are distinguishable by consistent class
attendance and homework completion, “‘reasonable” class effort , and an absence of cheating.
Academically engaged students exert effort in school, reportedly because they perceive
academic activity to have value. This exertion of effort leads to feelings of pride in resulting
achievement. Conversely, disengaged students demonstrate imegular class attendance, little

class effort, and a failure to complete assignments. They tend to select easier courses and are
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more likely to engage in cheating behavior. Disengaged students are more likely to report that
they are just “going through the motions” and that they get through the school day most often
by fooling around with friends (Stemberg, 1996). They are also likely to report inattentiveness
and boredom.

Students who are academically disengaged may endorse the value of education, but
they are only willing to comply superficially with the demands of the educational process, since
they are prone to cheating and poor class attendance. They believe that on some level they
should participate in the educational process, yet their actions evidence a pattem of littie
leaming and effort. Thus, in a very superficial way, these students comply with society’s
expectation that they become educated; they “go to school.” However, this standard of
obtaining a good education is suspended within many daily contexts, such as when deciding
whether to prepare (honestly) for a given test, to do a specific homework assignment, or go to
school on a given day.

Academically disengaged students often believe that they must cheat in order to avoid
negative academic consequences, such as expulision or failure, and they justify cheating as
necessary in order to meet their goal of completing their education. Since disengaged
students are not willing to be emotionally or cognitively engaged in the educational process,
despite the societal expectation that they become educated, their educational experience is
marked by cutting comers whenever possible.

itis important to note the important role that Stemberg (1996) assigns to peer influence
in the development of student engagement. Stemberg contends that students who are actually
interested in being engaged (e.g., exerting effort on academic tasks, honestly completing

academic tasks) receive little peer support within most high schools, since fewer than 5% of all
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students identify themselves with a social group mainly defined by academic excellence. He
stresses the peer norm of “getting by without showing off (p. 146).”

Stemberg provides further evidence that peer influence is a powerful determinant of
academic engagement. Students who have friends with an academic orientation (as defined
by high grades, a tendency to invest a significant amount of time on homework, aspiration to
attend college, and involvement in extracurricular activities) performed better academicaily
than those with friends who were less academically oriented (Stemberg, 1996). Conversely,
students with friends who were oriented toward delfinquency (e.g., cheating, use of drugs or
alcohol, conduct problems) were themselves more likely to experience academic problems.
As noted by the author, parents are more able to influence the long-term educational goals of
their children, while peers have a more direct influence on students’ proximal educational
goals, such as whether to do the homework assigned on a given night or the amount of effort
they expend to complete an assignment.

Stemberg’s model is consistent with Bandura’'s (1996a, 1996b) model of moral
disengagement, in which individuals are hypothesized to maintain a moral standard that is
unaccepting of deviant behavior, but they are able to justify behavior that violates the standard
in the presence of certain situational features. Within Stemberg’s overall framework, student
engagement can be conceived of as a mediator of both academic dishonesty and
achievement. Disengaged students endorse a general standard of valuing education in that
they take steps to secure their graduation. However, within the specific contexts of everyday
academic life, they frequently suspend this standard of valuing education, preferring instead to
rely on cheating and a variety of other strategies to carry them through their academic careers.

Deficient motivation for participating in academic activity gives rise to academic dishonesty.

The societal standard of obtaining a “good” education is set aside in daily practice, and the
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disengaged student cheats, ironically, as a means of obtaining that “good edumuon' These
disengaged students do not wish to have negative educational seif-concepts (e.g., as
“uneducated” or as “cheater.”) Thus, rather than overtly refusing to participate in an
educational process which is viewed as having littie personal relevance, disengaged students
are motivated to participate superficially in the process in order to avoid personal sanctions, as
well as those from society at large.

Anocther study relating to the issue of whether cheaters and noncheaters have adopted
similar moral standards is the work on neutralization by Daniel, Blount, and Ferrell (1991). in
this study, four variabies were examined for their ability to predict perceived academic
misconduct. Teacher education students were required to make judgments about whom they
believed cheated more frequently: Students who are older or younger; single/married;
morefless serious (i.e., with regard to academic pursuits), or more/less academically able.
These four student characteristics were conceived of in terms of the level of
maturity/commitment to academic pursuits. These maturity/commitment variables were not
good predictors of perceived academic misconduct. However, when neutralization (i.e., score
on a 11-item neutralization scale) was added to the analysis, it was the only variable that
added significantly to the prediction of perceived academic misconduct. Excuses for cheating
in this sample of teacher education students were most often related to course difficuity and
lack of sufficient preparation time.

These findings provide clear evidence in support of a moral disengagement model of
cheating, given the very close theoretical parallel between neutralization and moral
disengagement. (Of course, psychometric evidence of the similarity of these two constructs
would be useful.) Further, the fact that the maturity/commitment variables failed to be

significant predictors of cheating provides additional evidence that a single stage model of
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cheating is not adequate. Specifically, it is notable that the type of variables that failed to
predict cheating were consistent with a static model of cheating (i.e., attempting to predict
cheating from static entities such as beliefs), and that the only variable that was found to be a
significant predictor of cheating was neutralization, a variable that is by nature contextually
defined.

Haines, Diekhoff, LaBeff, and Clark (1986) aisc examined the ability of
immaturity/commitment to academic pursuits and neutralization to predict cheating in college
students. Cheaters were found to be mbre likely_ to u§é neutralizations. High neutralizers
reported being most likely to be deterred from cheating by institutionally imposed
consequences, such as receiving a failing course grade. High neutralizers were least likely to
be deterred by guilt or peer disapproval, which is consistent with Bandura’s (1996a) findings
that high disengagers are more likely to be rejected by their peers. The authors state that
while students recognize cheating as an undesirable behavior, they are adept enough at
neutralization under the right circumstances that neither their own cheating nor that of their
classmates presents a significant moral dilemma.

Cheaters in the Haines et al. (1986) study were more often younger, single, less able
students, supported by their parents, and involved in extracurricular activities and
fratemities/sororities. Age was the only one of these variables that was as consistently related
to cheating as was neutralization. These authors made the overall conclusion that cheaters
tend to be immature individuais who are weakly committed to academic pursuits, and who
possess a neutralizing attitude toward cheating. The fact that cheaters are more likely to show
a weak commitment to academic pursuits may be viewed in terms of moral disengagement in
the present research model. A student may justify setting aside one’s typical anti-cheating

standard by downgrading the importance of educational activity as a whole. The Haines et al.
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findings are also consistent with Stemberg’s (1996) portrayal of the disengaged student as
superficially committed to academic pursuits and willing to cheat in order to minimally satisfy
the academic demands piaced upon himvher.

In sum, the above findings relating to delinquency in general, and cheating in specific,
support Bandura's (1996a, 1996b) notion that those who engage in morally unacceptable
behavior tend to hold similar moral standards to those who do not. Given the fact that both
cheaters and non-cheaters are expected to have acquired their moral standards through
similar socialization processes, it is not surprising that both groups tend to hold similar moral
standards. Yet, it remains to be expiained why these standards frequently are not the basis for
behavior. The theoretical evidence presented above suggests that a moral disengagement
modei may help to account for this inconsistency between moral beliefs and behavior.
Atheoretical Cheating Research

Much of the recent cheating literature does not fit into a specific theoretical framework.

For the sake of convenience, it will be referred to in this third main area of the literature review
as “atheoretical” or “general” cheating research. This general cheating research often
examines a set of variables to determine its relationship to academic dishonesty. The type of
variables selected often can be classified as either individual difference variables or situational
(i.e., contextual) variabies. This section will contain a discussion of the relevant research
pertaining to the individual difference and situational variables, respectively, that have been
associated with student cheating. It was important to determine the variables that have been
linked to cheating because the present research sought to specify some of the individual
difference and situational factors that may act upon students’ personal anti-cheating beliefs to

encourage them to disengage those standards.
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This section contains a review of the relevant research regarding individual difference
variables as predictors of student cheating. These variables are considered individual
difference variables because they reflect internal student qualities that are expected to vary
along a continuum. Three individual difference variables were selected for review because of
their relevance to the present research. The following three individual difference variables are
discussed below: personal anti-cheating beliefs, religiosity, and level of academic
achievement.

Anti-cheating Beliefs. The first individual difference variable that will be considered is
Anti-Cheating Beliefs. Although it is not always given conscious attention in the literature, one
of the fundamental underlying issues in constructing a model of academic dishonesty must be
the behavioral constituents of cheating. The following discussion will highlight the fact that
beliefs about the behaviors that actually constitute cheating vary somewhat between and
among students and teachers. This section is especially concemed with clarifying students’
declarative knowledge about cheating. Itis crucial to ascertain students’ knowledge about
what cheating is in order to determine whether cheating actually involves the absence of
beliefs that certain behaviors constitup cheating (and are, therefore, unacceptable), or whether
cheating occurs as the result of setting aside of one’s anti-cheating beliefs, as was proposed in
the present research.

itis the purpose of this section to provide evidence that beliefs about cheating vary
amongst and within certain groupings of people. If it can be shown that beliefs about the
acceptability of various cheating-related behaviors are contextually variant, such evidence
could be interpreted as further support of the present research model which hypothesizes that

cheaters can maintain an anti-cheating moral code that they may set aside in the presence of
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certain situational conditions. Discussion in this section will include a consuderauon of
differences between teacher and student cheating beliefs and cross-cultural differences in

cheating beliefs.
The first type of difference in

cheating beliefs contrasts beliefs between and among teachers and students. Evans and
Craig (1990} compared the cheating beliefs of junior and senior high school students with
those of teachers. As one might expect, teachers viewed cheating as a more serious problem
than did students. Teachers were aiso more consistent than students in their judgments of the
behavioral constituents of cheating, indicating that teachers as a group more often agreed with
other teachers than students agreed with other students in their assessments of what is
considered academically dishonest. Teachers were more consistent than students in their
perceptions that cheating can be both an active and a passive process (i.e., that receiving, as
well as giving, unauthorized information is a form of cheating).

Certain aspects of plagiarism were troublesome for both teachers and students (Evans
& Craig, 1990). Although teachers demonstrated near unanimous consensus, and even most
students agreed that word-for-word copying from a reference source would be considered
cheating, less certainty was displayed in both teachers’ and students’ assessments of other
plagiaristic activities. For exampie, a significant number of teachers, and even more students
(particularly junior high school students), failed to perceive uncredited paraphrasing as
cheating.

Graham, Monday, O'Brien, and Steffen (1994) also compared the cheating beliefs of
teachers and students. As in the Evans and Craig (1990) study, they found greater agreement
among teachers than among students regarding the critical attributes of cheating. Students

believed that receiving information from another student is more seriously wrong than allowing
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information to be taken. Students perceived active cheating to be a more serious offense than
passive cheating, but professors did not distinguish between these two types of cheating.

In the Graham et al. (1994) work, coliege faculty members rated all examined cheating
behaviors as more severe in nature than their students did. When cheating behaviors were
ranked for severity, both facuity and students rated the same three behaviors as most severe:
“Taking a test for someone else,” “Copying someone eise’s term paper,” and “Having someone
write a term paper for you.”

Faculty members underestimated students’ perceived severity of each of the examined
cheating behaviors. However, students had a better understanding of faculty perceptions of
the severity of each cheating behavior, as students were more accurate in their ratings of
facuity perceptions. In terms of behaviors that might be considered cheating, faculty perceived
students as having more liberal standards than they themselves reported having, while
students accurately perceived faculty standards as stringent.

A third study that investigated differences in cheating beliefs between teachers and
students was Roig and Ballew’s (1992) study of college students. Students were found to be
more lenient than professors in their perceptions of what constitutes cheating. They also
perceived themselves to be more lenient in their attitudes toward cheating in that they viewed
questionnaire cheating behaviors as more acceptable for themselves than they believed
professors would view these behaviors. Students majoring in Business and Economics were
the most tolerant of cheating.

As in the Graham et al. (1994) study, students in the Roig and Ballew study more
accurately perceived professor’s standards of cheating than professors perceived students’
standards. Students’ perceptions of professors’ acceptance of cheating did not differ

significantly from professors’ own ratings of acceptance of academic dishonesty. However,
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professors perceived students to be significantly more accepting of cheating than students
reported themselves to be.

Cultural Differences i Cheating Beliefs. A second type of research pertaining
to differences in cheating beliefs includes cross-cultural studies. The purpose of including
cross-cultural research here is to provide evidence that students’ cheating beliefs are culturally
variant, and thus, not universal. In the same way that cheating beliefs vary as a function of
one’s context as either a student or a teacher (e.g., Evans & Craig, 1990), cultural variation in
cheating beliefs helps to support the present research model which hypothesizes that cheating
beliefs are not static entities, but rather, they are situationally sensitive.

Evans, Craig and Mietzel (1991) conducted a cross-cultural study of the cheatil;g
beliefs of Costa Rican, German, and American high school-aged students. Both cooperative
and individual cheating behaviors were perceived as cheating significantly less often by
Germans than they were by Costa Rican and American students. Americans were more likely
than the other two groups to rate cooperative behaviors as cheating. The authors point out
that this difference in the perception of cooperative behaviors may reflect differences in
teaching style in each respective country (e.g., American students are encouraged to “do their
own work”). In contrast, plagiarism and various types of passive cheating considered in this
study were likely to be reported as cheating by German students than by either American or
Costa Rican students. Regardiess of country, students displayed greater consensus in their
perceptions of cheating on tests compared to plagiarism on written papers.

it can be hypothesized that there was greater agreement on cheating during test-taking
than during written assignments because tests are usually given under very restrictive
conditions. Knowledge of the rules of test taking is more easily grasped, perhaps because

test conditions are more standardized (e.g., place, time, allowable resources). “Itis always
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wrong to copy from another student’s paper.” or ‘It is always wrong to use én’b notes.” In
contrast, the rules of writing are more conditional; sometimes one must give credit to the author
and other times it is not necessary. Writers often give their work to others to gain feedback for
revisions. Writers often have considerabie latitude to obtain help and information from extemal
sources without cheating. However, some behaviors clearly constitute plagiarism, such as
buying a paper from a research service, tuming in another student's work as one’s own without
his/her knowiedge, having another person write a paper for oneself, copying a paper from a
research source without giving proper credit to the source’s author, copying from a reference
source and giving proper credit to the author but omitting quotation marks, and paraphrasing
from a source and failing to attribute the paraphrased ideas to the original source (Wilhoit,
1995). )

As one becomes more and more knowiedgeable in a given domain, the question of
when a thought is truly one’s own and when it is not becomes increasingly complex.
Consequently, so do decisions regarding the necessity of proper acknowledgment of the
source. Since teachers themselves are less clear on what constitutes plagiarism than they are
of what constitutes a violation of test taking rules, teachers must become more educated about
plagiarism before they can expect students to have a clear understanding of this offense.

In a second cross-cuitural study of cheating beliefs, Stanwyck and Abdelal (1984)
provided some enlightening anecdotal comments that further suggest that cheating beliefs are
culturally, and thus situationally, variant. The authors discussed one student from Colombia
who stated that within his cuiture, cheating is viewed amorally. This student is mentioned as
viewing competition as existing among only a very few top students. For the other students,
refusal to aliow copying from one’s paper would be “most uncomfortable and very impolite (p.

11).” The authors make the analogy of cheating being akin to whispering or passing notes
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when the teacher is not looking (p. 11). Not allowing others access to ones paper for the
purpose of copying is perceived as failing to heip another. In other words, within this cultural
framework, cheating is viewed as “value-neutral” (Stanwyck & Abdelal, 1984).

Enker (1987) provides a third cross-cultural source of support for the notion that
cheating beliefs are cuiturally flexible. She examined the attitudes of teacher education
students in Israel and in the United States. Israeli teacher education students were
significantly more likely to report a favorabie attitude toward copying from others during an
exam and giving answers to others during an exam. They were also more likely to report a
more favorable attitude toward plagiarism, but this difference did not reach significance.
American teacher education students reported significantly less societal acceptance of copying
from others during an exam, giving answers to others during an exam, and plagiarism than did
the Israeli students reported for Israeli society. Finally, Israeli students reported actually
engaging in more giving and receiving of test answers. The Israeli students also reported
more plagiarism, but this difference did not reach significance. Overall, then, the Israeli
students reported significantly more cheating and significantly fewer negative attitudes, both
personal and societal, toward cheating than the American students.

Enker (1987) aiso found that normative beliefs (i.e., those of society, parents, friends,
and classmates) regarding the acceptability of various types of cheating were found to be
better predictors of behavior than were attitudinal beliefs (regarding the acceptability of
cheating) for the Israeli students. For American students, both attitudinal and normative beliefs
were predictive of self-reported cheating. Family normative beliefs were highly related to
reported cheating behavior in the Israeli students, whereas societal norms were not. Friends’,

classmates’, and societal norms regarding the acceptability of various forms of cheating were
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the most strongly associated with American students’ reported cheating behavuor family norms
were not predictive.

Enker’s (1987) finding that various types of social norms regarding cheating were
predictive of cheating is consistent with the Social Cognitive view that social support for
behavior helps to determine its occurrence. It is aiso important to note that attitudinal beliefs
were predictive of cheating for the Americans but not for the Israelis. This finding again
highlights the inadequacy of a single stage model of cheating because attitudinal beliefs alone

are not sufficient to predict cheating for students in all contexts.

findings regarding individual differences in the endorsement of anti-cheating beliefs pointtc a
number of general conclusions. For the purposes of the present research, emphasis was
given to two specific dimensions on which cheating beliefs have been shown to vary: teacher
versus student beliefs and cross-cultural beliefs. Cheating beliefs may also vary on other
dimensions, such as ethnicity (e.g., Sutton & Huba, 1995) and gender (e.g., Genereux &
MclLeod, 1995; Ward & Beck, 1990; Lewis and Hartnett, 1983). The evidence generally
supports the notion that there is a certain degree of flexibility cheating beliefs across these
social and cultural groupings. However, there is also a substantial amount of commonality in
peoples’ perceptions of what behaviors constitute cheating. There is some evidence to
support the idea of fundamental “core” behaviors that most people within a culture would
designate as cheating. There are also “gray areas” in their perceptions of cheating, particularly
with regard to plagiaristic activity. Although there is evidence to suggest that students are
more liberal in their perceptions of what constitutes cheating (e.g., Graham et al., 1994; Roig &
Ballew, 1992), it is important to note that students and teachers both ranked the same three

behaviors as the most serious types of cheating (Graham et al., 1994). There may be certain
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behaviors that are more prototypical of the cheating domain than others (Rosch & Mervis,
1975).

As a whole, students are aware of culturally-normative beliefs regarding cheating, and
they largely adopt them as their own (Enker, 1987). This conclusion is consistent with the
present research model because it was proposed in this model that cheaters have adopted the
social norm prohibiting cheating. The anti-cheating norm, however it is manifested within a
given social or cultural grouping, may be selectively deactivated in the presence of appropriate
situational cues.

Religiosity/Moral Reasoning. The second individual difference variable that will be
considered is Religiosity/Moral reasoning. Religiosity and/or moral reasoning are important to
the present research model for reasons similar to those discussed above for Anti-cheating
beliefs. The proposed model would view religiosity as the extent to which an individual
possesses a formalized code of moral principles and the degree to which those principles form
the basis for behavior. Moral reasoning is discussed here because it also refers to an
individual’s system of moral thought. The research regarding religiosity and moral reasoning
must be viewed within the context of the proposed two-stage model. As will be seen from the
discussion below, the resuits regardin_g the association between cheating and religiosity/moral
reasoning are not consistent. Religious principles or principles of moral reasoning alone are
not expected to be adequate predictors of cheating behavior.

The relationship of moral reasoning to cheating was investigated by Guttman (1984).

It was found that students from an Israeli religious public grade school displayed a higher level
of moral reasoning than those from an Israeli secular public grade school. A test of cognitive
morality required students to select one of two possible resolutions to each of seven moral

dilemmas; one solution involved yielding to temptation while the other did not. The degree to
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which students endorsed yielding to hypothetical temptation was interpreted as a measure of
the degree to which they would yieild to actual temptation. Moral reasoning was assessed by
means of students’ selection of the reasoning behirid either yielding to or resisting temptation in
seven moral dilemmas. Passibile justifications for yielding or resisting the hypothetical
temptations were: the severity of the anticipated punishment, the tendency to confess, the
level of fear, or the level of guilt associated with the story character's chosen course of action.
Higher levels of moral reasoning were associated with a greater ability to resist hypotheticai
temptation to cheat on test of cognitive morality.

This relationship did not hold for Guttman’s behavioral measure of cheating, which
required students to complete a Maze test with their eyes closed and without supervision. A
near-zero correlation was observed between the ability to resist hypothetical temptation (as
measured by the test of moral reasoning) and the actual ability to resist temptation on the
Maze test.

On the test of cognitive morality, students from the religious school resisted
hypothetical temptation significantty more often than students from the secular school.
Nonetheless, on the behavioral test of morality (i.e., the Maze test), students from the secular
school cheated significantly less than those from the religious school. Guttman conciudes that
knowledge about a student’s level of moral reasoning does not permit accurate prediction of
actual cheating behavior. Students may be aware of moral norms and expectations but there
is no guarantee that this awareness will result in an enactment of these nomrms. Despite this
finding by Guttman, students apparently perceive religious beliefs to be a determent to cheating
(Aiken, 1991).

Asendorf and Nunner-\Vinkler (1992) found that a stronger morai motive was

associated with reduced cheating in a guessing game in which 6-year-olds were given the
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opportunity to cheat when the experimenter left the room. Moral motive strength was
assessed by examining the appropriateness of attributions for protagonists’ actions in four
pictures that portrayed a negative duty (i.e., not to steal sweets) and three positive duties (i.e.,
to share a drink with a needy child, to share an illegitimately won prize, and to help a needy
child). Attributions were judged to be appropriate when negative emotions were attributed to
protagonists who violated moral norms and when positive emotions were attributed to
protagonists who conformed to moral norms. These attributions aiso had to be sufficiently
justified.

Finally, religiosity did not predict cheating on mid-term and final examinations by
medical students (Sierles, Kushner, & Krause, 1988). Itis uncertain how religiosity was
measured in this study.

The findings regarding religicsity/moral reasoning provide some additional support for
the deficiencies of single stage models of moral behavior. Guttman (1984) found that the level
of moral reasoning was higher in Israeli religious school children than in those who attend a
secular school. He also found that this higher level of moral reasoning was associated with a
greater ability to resist cheating on a hypothetical temptation to cheat on a test of cognitive
morality. However, on the test of behavioral morality (i.e., opportunity to cheat on a Maze test),
the students from the secular school cheated significantly less often than those from the
reiigious school. Asendorf and Nunner-Winkler (1992) found that a stronger moral motive (i.e.,
the abiiity to make appropriate attributions for violating and conforming to moral norms) was
associated with lower levels of cheating in a guessing game. In the Guttman and Sierles et al.
(1988) studies, higher levels of moral reasoning and greater religiosity were not associated
with lower levels of cheating, as might be expected with a single stage model of cheating. The

Guttman and Sierles et al. finding< suggest w-at cheaating is not adequately predicted by
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knowledge of religious/moral beliefs alone; an intervening construct such as moral
disengagement may be necessary to link beliefs to actual behavior. The Asendorf and
Nunner-Winkler findings that moral motive strength is negatively related to cheating is more
consistent with a single stage model of cheating. The fact that the Asendorf and Nunner-
Winkler findings were not as expecied may be attributable to the fact that cheating was
assessed in a game situation where students may not have feit a need to cheat. In other
words, students may not have seen the game context as “an exception to the non-cheating
rule,” and thus, their moral knowledge remained an accurate predictor of moral behavior in that
context. The role of religiosity and moral knowledge with regard to academic cheating requires
further investigation, particularly in light of the findings below that show that the presence of a
school honor code (i.e., a formalized code of acceptable behavior) is associated with lower
levels of cheating.

Academic Achievement. The third individual difference variabie that will be
considered is Academic Achievement. Academic achievement is an important consideration in
the formulation of any model of student cheating. The importance of academic achievement to
a model of student cheating is two-fold. First, students have certain grade expectations and
goals. These goals and expectations may be formulated based on intemal and/or extermnal
standards. A student's grading standards may impact upon the decision to cheat or to refrain
from cheating. Conversely, cheating may impact on (i.e., increase) a student’s “achievement.”

Thus, academic achievement must be considered both in terms of which students “need” to
cheat (high versus low achievers) and in terms of the achievement consequences of cheating
behavior. These issues are considered briefly in the research that follows.

Jendrek (1992) found that over all achievement levels, 84% of students disagreed that

under certain circumstances, cheating is justified; 92% disagreed with the statement that
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cheating is justifiable in order to pass a course. She also found that with iMim grade
point averages, students are more likely to perceive academic dishonesty to be a problem at
their university even though they are less likely to actually observe cheating. Although higher
academic achievers are more likely to perceive cheating to be a probiem, they tend not to
report it because they perceive the act of reporting to be tattling. These students, however, do
not tend to remain indifferent to cheaters. As grade point average increases, students are
more likely to express disapproval of cheating behavior to the cheater himself. High achievers
are also less likely to endorse the notion of reporting a cheater as being worse than cheating
itself or that reporting a cheating friend is as bad as the act of cheating itself. As stated by
Jendrek, high academic achievers clearly do not condone cheating, but they usually do nothing
to stop others from engaging in this behavior. )

There is evidence to suggest an inverse relationship between academic cheating and
grade point average (e.g., Bunn, Caudill, & Gropper, 1992; Scheers & Dayton, 1987).
However, Leming (1980) found cheating to be unrelated to academic ability in general, except
under high risk conditions, when high ability students were less likely to cheat than low ability
students. Higher achieving students should be more fikely to refrain from cheating under high
risk conditions (i.e., where the probability of being caught is high) because they do not stand to
gain from such behavior as lower achieving students.

Roberts and Rabinowitz (1992) examined the relationship of academic achievement to
cheating though the use of scenarios about a fictional student, “Jack.” Jack was depicted to
have actually cheated in each of the scenarios. Respondents identified Jack's behavior as
cheating fairly readily, but they were not as disposed to judge Jack as having done something
immoral or that he should be punished. It was found that when Jack was portrayed as “less in

need” (i.e., he had better grades), he was more often forgiven for cheating. It was surmised by

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Moral Disengagement 51

Roberts and Rabinowitz that Jack may have been perceived as less of a cﬁeaterundermese
circumstances because, as a good student, he did not truly need to cheat. As such, he wasn't
really gaining as much from his behavior as would a poor student.

Overall, the findings relating to academic achievement indicate that high achievers
tend to endorse a standard of noncheating. There is also evidence supporting an inverse
relationship between cheating and academic achievement. There is not enough information,
however, to determine the causal direction of this relationship. it must still be determined
whether one’s achievement level causes cheating or vice versa. One hypothesis is that higher
achieving students refrain from cheating because, again, they potentially have less to gain and
more to lose by cheating. An aiternate hypothesis that is more in line with the proposed moral
disengagement model of cheating is that students who rely heavily on moral disengagement
are more likely to cheat, and in tum, are more likely to have iower levels of achievement.
Perhaps the same discipline that would help a student to face the self-censure normally

associated with cheating would aiso be useful in increasing academic achievement.

To summarize the relevant findings regarding the individual difference variables, it
could be said that there is evidence that anti-cheating beliefs vary between students and
teachers and between cultures. There is also evidence that there is a fair degree of
commonality in cheating beliefs on these same dimensions. The findings regarding the
relationship of religiosity/moral reasoning are not entirely consistent. However, there is
evidence to suggest that neither of these alone is an adequate predictor. it was hypothesized
that moral disengagement might be the additional mediating construct in the relationship
between cheating and religiosity. Finally, further work is need to determine the exact nature of

the relationship between academic achievement and academic dishonesty.
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A maijor trend in the cheating literature has been to investigate situational factors

thought to be associated with academic dishonesty. Situational factors can include a wide
array of elements within the academic milieu. Since the number of situational variables
examined in the cheating literature is so vast, only select findings will be presented. This
discussion of situational factors will focus on six groupings of variables: test-related factors,
personal situational factors, instructor-reiated factors, institutional factors, extemnal pressures,
and cost-benefit factors. Again, the purpose of discussing these situational variables is to
provide evidence that cheating is situationally determined, and that a dual stage moral
disengagement model is more appropriate for the prediction of cheating because it is based
upon situational exceptions to the “No Cheating” rule.

Test-Related Factors. The first grouping of the situational predictors of cheating are
test-related factors. One factor related to test-taking, test importance, was examined by
Houston (1977). He found that the importance of the test was not a reliable predictor of actual
cheating. The reason for this finding was that all subjects tended to rate the importance of the
test as high, which accounts for the fact that cheaters were indistinguishable from noncheaters
on the basis of test importance ratings. The observed uniformly high ratings are not surprising
because the test in question was a regulariy-scheduled class mid-term examination.

A second test-related factor that has been considered in the cheating literature is
opportunity to cheat. This factor addresses features of the testing situation that make it easier,
and thus more desirable, for a student to engage in cheating. The research on opportunity to
cheat is presented here in order to support the notion that cheaters often do not intend to cheat

in advance (i.e., they do not have principles that tolerate cheating), but rather, they often cheat
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because they find themseives in a situation in which there is an opponunilyto cheat with
potentially great rewards and few negative consequences.

Opportunity to cheat is built into some forms of assessment. For example, Marsh
(1988) concluded that students who were given a take-home mid-term examination had
cheated more than students who had taken an in-class proctored examination. His
conclusions were based upon the take-home group’s higher scores on the mid-term and lower
scores on an unannounced follow-up examination a week later. Members of the take-home
group stated that they had prepared less than they would have if they were preparing for an in-
class test.

Opportunity to cheat was also a factor in the Karlins, Michaels, and Podiogar (1988)
investigation of cheating in an undergraduate business course. The evaluated task was a brief
library research assignment which required students to read, summarize, and compare five
management-related articles or books. This project had a significant, negative effect on
students’ grades only if it was late, not done, or not done comrectly. Of students completing the
assignment, slightly over 3% of the papers were deemed to have been plagiarized.

This 3% figure is far below most other estimates of the frequency with which cheating
is estimated to occur. However, as the authors themselves pointed out, the task was relatively
simple, and therefore, many students may have felt it not to be worth the risk of cheating.
Additionally, plagiarism is not the only possible manner of completing the assignment
dishonestly.

Davis, et al. (1992) found that students believe that cheating can be deterred by
decreasing the opportunity to cheat within the classroom. For example, they believe that
cheating is less likely when students are separated by empty desks during exams, when

proctors walk up and down classroom aisles, and when teachers closely monitor students
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during exam. Large classes in confined ciassrooms in which only one form of a multiple-
choice test is used or in which a test is reused in subsequent academic terrmns have also been
assaciated with higher levels of cheating (Houston, 1976). Slanted classrooms, such as those
present in large lecture halls, aiso encourage cheating (Moffatt, 1990). Use of take-home
tests, multiple-choice tests, and single forms of a test were also believed by large numbers of
students in Aiken’s (1991) research to promote cheating, as was sitting in the back of the
classroom during examinations.

Shaughnessy (1988) found that most students do not plan to cheat in advance but,
faced with a direct opportunity to cheat, they will take advantage of the situation. Factors that
increase the opportunity for students to cheat are poor student monitoring during exams, use of
exams that students perceive to be unfair, and professors’ nonchalant attitudes regarding
student cheating (Genereux and McLeod, 1995). Use of essay exams with widely spaced
seating was associated with lower levels of cheating (Genereux and McLeod, 1995).

Roberts and Rabinowitz’s (1992) study that used the scenarios of the fictional
student, Jack (see above), attempted to assess whether students’ ratings of the
acceptability of cheating would be influenced by the intentionality of the cheater (i.e.,
whether the cheating in the scenario was pre-meditated or done “on-the-spot”). Jack was
labeled as behaving more immorally when he planned in advance to cheat than when he
made the decision on the spot. However, even when Jack's cheating was depicted as
premeditated, students still showed no strong tendency to judge his actions as immoral or
to state that he should be punished.

The Roberts and Rabinowitz (1992) findings regarding the intentionality of the
cheater are related to the findings regarding the opportunity to cheat. The research

presented in this section is supportive of the situational specificity of cheating behavior.
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The evidence suggests that cheaters often do not enter test-taking situations with the
intention to cheat. It appears to be a case of academic “carpe diem,” in which students
tend to seize upon an opportunity that is “too good to pass up.”

These findings on the test-related factors that are associated with cheating should be
encouraging to those functioning in a teaching capacity because they show clear evidence that
there a number of methods for controlling cheating within an instructor’s direct controi (e.g.,
diligent proctoring of examinations, use of multiple forms of an examination, administering
examinations that are perceived as fair). In this regard, Shaughnessy’s (1988) finding that
most students do not pian to cheat in advance, but rather, they do take advantage of an
opportunity to cheat when it arises is even more encouraging for instructors who are
concemed with the prevention of cheating. Once again, Shaughnessy’s find is consistent with
Bandura’s (1996a, 1996b) work on moral disengagement and with the proposed model in the
present research. Both Bandura and the proposed cheating model hypothesize that cheaters
and noncheaters do not hold different moral standards. However, cheaters are more likely to
set aside their moral standards in situations that they judge to be exceptions to their general
anti-cheating rule (e.g., inadequate proctoring during an examination, use of only a single form
of an examination for several class periods).

Personal Situational Factors. The second grouping of situational factors that wiil be
discussed are the personal situational factors. Although personal, or individual difference,
factors were considered above as distinct from situational factors, a number of studies within
the cheating literature can be conceived of as examining personal situational factors, or factors
within the educational context that relate to the individual. Personal situational variables are

person-centered factors that are context-dependent.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Moral Disengagement 56

One such personal situational variable, course difficuity, may have.a number of
different manifestations. For example, Bamett and Dalton (1981) discuss faculty ignorance
with regard to the amount of work assigned to students. They state that insufficient time to
complete reading and assignments may cause stress in students, which in tum may lead to the
adoption of more lenient standards of cheating. Some students acknowledge cheating “only if
they don't know the answers” (Davis & Ludvigson, 1995) or “if the class is too hard.” Course
difficuity was cited as a factor in cheating by 58% and 97% of students from two universities in
a study by Aiken (1991).

Cheating behaviors studied over the course of 30 years provided the finding that the
most often-cited reason for cheating was fear of failure. Cheating was perceived to be
increasingly necessary, and it was viewed as most needed in mathematics and science
(Schab, 1991).

A second personal situational variable, exam preparedness, has been shown to play a
role in cheating. Exam preparedness is considered here as a personal situational variable
because it is personal in that it relates to personal perceptions of readiness to take an exam,
and it is also situational in that “readiness” is a state that is relevant to a given examination.

Exam preparedness was a factor in the Davis and Ludvigson (1995) study.
Approximately 14% of the students in this study admitted to “not usually studying, “ and nearly
another 14% felt that they were unable to study due to job-reiated commitment. Aiken (1991)
found that in samples of students from two universities, 83% and 97% of students indicated
that cheating is more likely when students are underprepared for examinations. Teachers and
students agree that poorly budgeted study time and a desire to avoid effort are likely to

influence students to cheat (Evans & Craig, 1990).
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Shaughnessy (1988) found that students atiributed their cheating in high school mainly
to insufficient time to study and to personal laziness. They also were likely to attribute their
cheating in college to insufficient time to study and personal laziness, but they found course
difficulty to be an additional factor in their cheating. He also concluded that self-reported
cheating appears to decrease in frequency from high school to college. This finding is
problematic because the observed decrease in frequency may merely reflect an increased
awareness of social desirability. High school students may not yet have had time to develop a
suspicion of survey instruments assessing behavior that is not socially desirable and thus may
have responded more honestly.

In a related finding, Houston (1976) found that distraction-(i.e., irelevant experimenter
questions) during leaming of a free-recall list of words is associated with greater cheating than
in an undistracted leaming condition. Cleariy, distraction during the leaming phase would
impact upon preparedness during testing. The external validity of these findings way be
affected by the fact that a free-recall task was used rather than a standard examination or class
assignment.

In the present research, Exam Preparedness was included in the model as a predictor
of moral disengagement and subsequent cheating. Exam Preparedness was selected
because it incorporates some of the other findings presented above in this section. The
degree of exam preparedness is more generic in that one could be unprepared for an
examination for any number of reasons, such as insufficient time to study, lack of motivation to
study, or course difficulty.

A third personal situational factor associated with cheating is the existence of a
personal relationship between givers and receivers of illicit information. The most common

reason cited for allowing another students to copy one’s work was that the person seeking the
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illicit information (the "seeker™) was a friend (Davis et al., 1992). Other reasons included the
expectation of similar heip from the seeker in the future, physical characteristics of the seeker
(e.g., bigger, physically attractive), and feeling sorry for the seeker (Davis et al, 1992).

The impact of friends on cheating was incorporated into the present research in the
Moral Disengagement scale. Possible friend-reiated justifications for cheating included
viewing cheating as a way to help a friend improve exam performance or a way to do a favor
for a friend. Cheating could aiso potentially be excused if fiends also cheated or if they
pressured one to cheat.

A fourth personal situational factor that has been associated with cheating is
anticipated success/failure or degree of confidence on the experimental task. Students are
more likely to cheat after success feedback than after failure feedback (Houston & Ziff, 1976).
The authors account for this higher incidence of cheating by suggesting that subjects’ desire to
avoid failure after a prior success expefience was stronger than their desire to avoid failure
after a prior failure experience.

Houston (1977) found that for all levels of anticipated success on a mid-term
examination, answer copying was greater when students were more confident about the level
of success they anticipated on the exam. Also, regardiess of students’ level of confidence in
their estimates of success on the examination, answer copying was greater when students
expected to perform better on the exam. Prediction of cheating (i.e., answer copying in this
case) was even more accurate when it was based upon a combination of both anticipated
success and confidence in the level of anticipated success. Anticipated Success and
Confidence in Level of Anticipated Success both failed to show a significant correlation with
actual exam performance. Cheating also did not show a significant correlation with actual

perforrnance on the examination.
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Under conditions of either high, moderate, or low-success feedback on a free recall
task, Houston (1978) found a curvilinear relationship between cheating and anticipated
success on the task. Cheating was the greatest under conditions of moderate-success
feedback.

Vitro and Schoer (1972) observed the greatest amount of cheating under the combined
conditions of low probabiiity of success (i.e., subjects were toid that performance was poor on
a pretest), low risk of detection (i.e., instructor left the room), and high test importance (i.e.,
subjects were told that the test was very important). Probability of success was judged to be
the most influential in cheating on the experimental task. The authors recommend much closer
examination of this variable in the literature, a recommendation which is heeded in the present
research. The present research examines the relationship of Academic Self-efficacy (i.e., the
degree to which students feel competent at academic tasks) to moral disengagement and
subsequent cheating.

Cheating was also associated with students’ academic achievement goals. Goal GPA,
or the grade expectation held by students, was found to be a significant predictor of cheating,
with greater cheating occurring in those with a low goal GPA (Genereux & Mcleod, 1995).
Students with the greatest discrepancy between the grade students reportedly expected to
attain and the grade that they actually attained were more prone to cheating in their seif-
grading of weekly class quizzes (Tittle & Rowe, 1974). Students who needed to cheat the
most, in fact did so, which the authors interpret as evidence that “the greater the utility of an
act, the greater the potential punishment required to deter it (p. 48).”

Millham (1974) found that subjects were significantly more likely to cheaton a
simulated test of “intelligence” after failure feedback (i.e., being told they had performed below

the norm) than after success feedback (i.e., being told that their performance had met the
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norm). Students who cheated after failure feedback were significantly hig!;er in Need for
Approval than those who did not cheat following failure feedback. Millham views the cheater
as seeking to avoid bensure and social disapproval rather than seeking to gain social approval.

in other words, cheating might be conceived as reiated to a Need for Disapproval-Avoidance
rather than a Need for Approval.

Overall, the findings relating to personal situational variables once again make the
strong point that situational factors influence students’ decisions to cheat. Students report
cheating for such varied reasons as helping a friend in need of passing a course, because they
are insufficiently prepared for an examination, because they feel at risk for physical harm if
they do not provide the requested information during a testing situation. None of these
personal situational factors in any way should preciude an individual from holding moral
principles that are consistent with moral norms; they arise on a situational basis. There is no
reason to believe that an individual who feels at risk for physical harm if s/he fails to provide
answers to certain test questions should be any less likely to believe cheating is morally
unacceptable than anyone else. These findings provide further support of Bandura’'s notion
that those who engage in behavior that is contrary to the established morai norms do not
necessarily hold a different set of standards; they merely find elements of the situation that
allow them to temporarily set aside the moral standards that they do hoid.

Instructor-Related Factors. A third group of situational predictor variables within the
cheating literature are instructor-related variables. Among these, instructor vigilance against
student cheating and instructor faimess were found to be consistently rated as factois that
influence student cheating (Genereux & McLeod, 1995). These authors note that cheating is
particularly likely when instructors are perceived to be disinterested in student cheating in

combination with a situation in which students feel pressure to achieve high grades.
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Instructors who present interesting material are aiso less likely to experience a
problem with student cheating (Genereux & McLeod, 1995; Moffatt, 1990). Students are more
likely to justify cheating when they perceive their teachers to be incompetent (Evans etal. ,
1991). Cheating may aiso be done as a means of revenge on a professor (Moffatt, 1990).

Nearly half of all students in Aiken’s (1991) study indicated that they are less likely to
cheat when the instructor is friendly and considerate, and more than 60% of all students
indicated that they are less likely to cheat when they are graded fairly. informing students of
test format and content prior to an examination was strongly endorsed as a means to reduce
cheating, as were professor appeals to students’ moral and ethical principles (Aiken, 1991). it
is notable, however, that 66% of students from a religious college endorsed this idea, while
38% of students from a non-religious college did so.

Graham et al. (1990) discuss their perceptions of students’ view of classroom activity
as a reciprocal process. They contend that cheating becomes an option in the event of
teacher unfaimess because they consider unfair treatment by teachers as a violation of the
rules of the classroom. This first violation “deserves a second,” namely, violation of the rules of
academic honesty. Graham views this reasoning as clear evidence that students cheat for
situational reasons.

Evans et al. (1991) examined students’ attributions for cheating (i.e., cheating
attributions). These attributions involved situationai factors to a large degree. They assessed
high school students’ tendencies to attribute cheating to teacher characteristics, classroom
climate, and to personal characteristics or circumstances. Students in this study tended to
believe that teacher incompetence was a just cause for cheating. Keeping in mind that
Gemman students held the most liberal standards for classifying behavior as cheating, Evans et

al. also found that Gemman students were the least likely to attribute cheating to any of the
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three assessed characteristics. American and Costa Rican students strongly endorsed each of
these factors as explanations of cheating. For example, American and Costa Rican students
were more likely to attribute cheating to teacher is unfriendliness, uninteresting coursework,
unclear penalties for cheating, participation in numerous extracurricular activities, ignorance of
the rules of cheating, or having friends who cheat.

In Roberts and Rabinowitz's (1992) study using scenarios about the fictional student,
Jack (see above), students were less likely to state that Jack should be punished under
conditions of high
provocation (i.e., teachers' unreasonable demands or unfaimess). Opportunity to cheat (e.g.,
no proctor supervision during an examination) was not a significant predictor of whether Jack
was judged a cheater, whether his behavior was immoral, or whether it was felt that Jack
deserved punishment. Further, when Jack was judged to be a cheater who, indeed, had acted
immorally, students were less likely to state that they would behave similarly in the same
scenario.

Graham et al. (1990) most clearly summarize the instructor-related findings in the
cheating literature. Their view of classroom activity as a reciprocal process is very useful with
regard formulating an explanation of cheating. Graham et. al maintain that some teachers
violate the rules of the classroom by being disinterested in the material they present to
students, not providing clear guidelines on grading expectations, grading unfairly, being rude or
unfriendly, failing to monitor examinations, and generally not teaching in a competent manner.
The violation of the rules of the classroom allows students to react with violation of the rules of
academic honesty, which Bandura (1991) might say is similar to the way that an individual

responds to features of a situation by disengaging his/her moral standards.
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The above evidence indicates that students place a fair share of the blame for their
own cheating on their teachers. As such, teacher-related situational exonerations for cheating
were considered heavily in the present research. The Moral Disengagement scale used in the
proposed model (Appendix A, Part [V) included a number of items that examined students’
acceptance of cheating exonerations that focus on a perceived instructor inadequacy. Of
the 32 items in the scale, 10 items measured excuse-acceptance based upon teacher

blame. "The teacher-related items from the Moral Disengagement scale of the research

questionnaire are presented in Table 2.

ITEM TEACHER-RELATED CHEATING EXONERATIONS
NUMBER
7 Teachers don't “deserve any respect”
8 “If students cheat, it's mainly the teacher’s fault.”
9 “Teacher is unfair”

10 Cheating is a good way to “teach a lesson” to a teacher

13 “If students are not disciplined [by the teacher], they shouid not be blamed for
cheating.”

15 Teacher “assigns too much work”

22 Teacher “doesn't care if students leam the material or not”

23 Teachers are “very strict about grading”

24 Teacher leaves the room during a test

31 Teacher “doesn’t teach well”
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Institutional Factors. A fourth group of situational predictors are institutionally-related,
among which is the presence/absence of an institutional honor code. There have been a
significant number of studies in the recent cheating literature relating to the relationship of
honor codes to academic dishonesty. Honor codes are particularly important for the present
purposes if they are viewed as a socially supported system of moral guidelines. It will be
recalled that social support for behavior, delinquent or otherwise, is of great importance within
Social Cognitive Theory. For the purposes of the present research, an attempt is made here to
find evidence that social support for cheating (i.e., Peers’ Cheating) may influence students’
decisions to suspend their anti-cheating beliefs.

There is conflicting evidence regarding the relationship between the presence of an
honor code and cheating. McCabe and Trevino (1993) operationalized honor code as the
existence of the following criteria: the presence of an explicit (rather than implicit) code,
unproctored examinations, the requirement that students take an honor pledge, a policy of
nontoleration (i.e., students were accountable for others' cheating if they did not report
cheaters), and the presence of some type of judiciary body to deal with suspected cheating
incidents. In this study, self-reported cheating was less common in schools with honor codes
than in those with no such code. Poor understanding of policies regarding academic honesty,
certainty of being reported, the existence of severe penalties, and perceptions that one's peers
were cheating were also found to be predictors of academic dishonesty. Common acceptance
and understanding of policies pertaining to academic honesty were found to impact
significantly upon students’ perceptions of peers' cheating. Thus, the presence of an honor
code is important, aithough other contextual factors are also important in the prediction of

cheating.
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McCabe and Bowers (1994) aiso found lower levels of cheating in schools with honor
codes. They observed lower levels of all examined forms of cheating behavior. Notably, this
study included only male subjects.

This evidence that honor codes, really a set of social norms, appear to have an
inhibiting effect on cheating is consistent with a Social Cognitive approach to deviant behavior.

Previous evidence that socially supported deviant behavior is more likely to occur (Michaels &
Miethe, 1989; Bandura, 1996a) is consistent with these honor code findings. The authors
concluded that the task for administrators, then, is to create an institutional climate in which
cheating loses its social desirability. The necessary caution with these findings, however, is
that lower levels of observed self-reported cheating may really be an indication that the
cheating is only reported less often within the context of an honor code because it is less
socially acceptable.

One of the more common features of honor codes is the policy of unproctored
examinations (Nuss, 1996; Pavela & McCabe, 1993). In the study of medical students by
Sierles, et al. (1988), the use of unproctored examinations was associated with a significantly
greater incidence of self-reported cheating and observed cheating on mid-term and final
examinations. The unproctored examinations took place within the context of an established
honor code. However, the honor code had only been in existence for a few years, which may
be related to the degree to which it has been adopted by facuity.

McCabe (1993) notes that a common characteristic of academic honor codes is that
students play a more active rule in the disciplinary process that accompanies suspected
incidents of cheating. He hypothesized that facuity should be more willing to report incidents of
suspected cheating in the presence of an honor code because specific disciplinary procedures

have been established to deal with such incidents at the university level. However, McCabe
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states that even when a school has a strong, long-standing honor code tradmon facuilty are not
likely report incidents of cheating. In fact, McCabe states that facuilty at non-code schools are
nearly twice as likely to report cheaters. Faculty often prefer to handie the matter directly,
without administrative intervention. The author points out that simple establishment of an
honor code does not guarantee its use. Along these same lines, Nuss (1996) points out that
honor codes lose their effectiveness unless students, as well as faculty and administration,
adopt them as their own.

One of the more controversial issues surrounding the adoption of a school honor code
has been a policy of nontoleration (Fass, 1986) that accompanies many honor codes.
Nontoleration requires that any instance of observed cheating be reported by students or the
cheating witness will aiso face disciplinary consequences. Pavela and McCabe (1993) state
that appealing to students’ sense of personal integrity is often ineffective in gaining students’
cooperation in reporting cheating because many students view the enforcement of cheating
regulations as the responsibility of faculty. They aiso are hesitant to report cheating in many
cases because cheating itself is often viewed amorally by students, so that they would not be
likely to report another student for doing something that does not conflict with their personal
values (Paveia & McCabe, 1993).

Beatty (1992) questions the wisdom of training students to be informers in the name of
academic integrity. He raises the issue of whether the benefits derived from requiring students
to report cheating by their friends and classmates will outweigh the potential damage to the
social relationships that are also an integral part of the academic milieu.

The social acceptability of cheating is a second, related institutionai factor that has
received attention in the literature. The degree of social support for cheating has many

manifestations in the literature. For example, membership in Greek organizations in college
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provides social support, and it has been associated with higher incidences of academic
cheating (Moffatt, 1990). Members of Greek organizations were also more likely to mention
incidents of observed cheating to other students, while nonmembers were more likely to ignore
observed cheating. In a related finding, freshman medical students were less likely than senior
students to feel responsibie for others’ cheating (Simpson, Yindra, Towne, & Rosenfeld, 1989).

Another manifestation of the social acceptability of cheating was investigated by
Greene and Saxe (1992). They discuss the uniqueness bias in terms of student cheating. The
uniqueness bias, according to these authors, is the tendency to believe that one is uniquely
good, that one is above average in “goodness”, or at least no worse than others. Cheating is
excused by students who possess a uniqueness bias because they are able to perceive
everyone else as cheating more than they do. Notably, subjects in their research reported high
levels of cheating for both themselves (81%) and their classmates (99%). Subjects aiso
perceived the type of cheating in which they themselves engaged to be less serious than that
of their classmates. Others were perceived by subjects to derive greater (grade) benefit from
cheating than they themselves did. _

Greene and Saxe also discuss lateral comparison as a means of rationalizing
academically dishonest behavior. Sn{dents compare themseives to those whom they perceive
to cheat as much as they do or more. Lateral comparison can be seen as similar to Bandura's
notion of advantageous comparison (e.g., Bandura, 1990). Belief that others cheat frequently
has been associated with higher levels of self-reported cheating (Genereux & McLeod, 1995).

Greene and Saxe (1992) note that it is not yet possible to separate students
justifications for cheating from the causes of cheating. They state that further research is

needed to determine whether students cheat because everyone eise does, or whether they
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say that other students cheat in an effort to rationalize their own cheating. The consideration of
perceptions of others’ cheating within the present research model addresses this question.

The perception that others cheat and actually observing others cheat is directly related
to students’ tendency to report having cheated in college (Bunn, Caudill, & Gropper, 1992).
Evans and Craig (1990) observed a high degree of consensus among teachers and students
that having friends who cheat is related to higher levels of cheating.

A third type of institutionally-related predictor of student cheating concems
administrative response to academic dishonesty. Kibler (1994) suggests the active promotion
of academic integrity rather than reactively relying on disciplinary consequences for violations
of the rules regarding cheating. He advocates helping students to develop values that are
inconsistent with cheating.

Students’ decision to cheat may aiso be influenced by an institutional climate in which
faculty are encouraged to deal with cheating on their own, without intervention from university
administration (McCabe, 1993; Aaron and Georgia, 1994). For example, if a faculty member
decides that the penalty for cheating on an examination is failure (either for that examination or
for the course), this penalty is not likely to have a strong deterring effect on the student who
already was nearly certain of failing without cheating (Nuss, 1996). Established university-level
procedures might be useful in such cases. Aaron and Georgia (1994) found that many facuity
members are unaware of established disciplinary procedures pertaining to cheating. It is also
not the norm for faculty to define cheating for their students or for them to discuss the
consequences of cheating (Aaron & Georgia, 1994). Finally, many universities admit that
addressing the issue of student cheating is not a priority (Aaron & Georgia, 1994).

In summary, the institutional-related factors that have been associated with cheating

highlight the important role that social support can play in the development of behavior. There
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is some evidence of the association of school honor codes with Iowerlevels of cheating.
Honor codes are a set of socially supported standards of conduct that students often make a
formal commitment to uphoid, and students often participate in the enforcement of the honor
code. Participation in Greek organizations has ailso been associated with higher leveis of
cheating, and in fact, many Greek organizations have highly structured procedures for
“sharing” relevant coursework with their members (Moffatt, 1990). The acceptability of
cheating within an institution’s social climate has also been related to support of the
uniqueness bias, in which students excuse their cheating due to their belief that they cheat less
than, or at least no more than, other students. Social support for cheating is also perceived to
be greater when students see others engage in cheating without consequences (Evans &
Craig, 1990). Failure to have clearly established guidelines on the consequences of cheating
that faculty are willing to enforce creates an institutional climate that may unwittingly be
perceived as supportive of cheating.

Previous evidence has shown that when deviant behavior is perceived as having
social support, it is much more likely to occur (e.g., Michaels & Miethe, 1989). Itis aiso held by
Social Cognitive theorists that deviant behavior may be maintained through social
reinforcement. It is for this reason that perceived social support of cheating is assessed in two
ways in the present research model. First, students’ perceptions of the degree to which their
peers cheat is included in the proposed model. Secondly, tolerance for cheating is also
included in temns of students’ perceptions of the consequences that would resulit if a student
were to cheat in his/her school.

Extemnal Pressures. A fifth class of situational predictors of cheating relate to
pressures the student faces outside the immediate classroom environment. Competition for

admission into graduate programs, scholarships, and eventual empioyment are cited by
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Maramack and Maline (1993) as the most important causes of student cheating. The need to
remain competitive with students who cheat was aiso a factor for approximately one-third of the
students in Aiken’s (1991) research. Students in the Davis and Ludvigson (1983) study
admitted to cheating so that their GPA “looks better to prospective employers.” A full 29% of
students in the Davis and Ludvigson research claimed to study, but they admitted to cheating
to “enhance their score.” Dependency for financial support on grades and perceived
dependence of long-term goals on grades were also found by Genereux and McLeod (1995) to
be significant predictors of both planned and spontaneous student cheating. Over 90% of all
students in Aiken’s (1991) study believe that cheating is encouraged by overemphasis on
grades, rather than on selfimprovement through leaming.

It is interesting that nearly three-quarters of the subjects in the Sutton and Huba (1995)
research indicated that cheating is never justified, even though this belief is inconsistent with
the amount of self-reported cheating. Cheating to improve one’s grade was considered
acceptable by nearty 13% of students. Cheating to keep a scholarship, pass a course, remain
in school, or graduate was considered acceptable by approximately one in five students.

Parental pressure to achieve good grades is a commonly cited reason for engaging in
academic cheating (Bamett & Dalton, 1981). Evans and Craig (1990) observed a high degree
of consensus between students and teachers regarding the positive relationship of cheating
and parental pressure to achieve academically. Participation in athletic or extracurricular
activities was aiso believed to be influential in student cheating. Stemberg (1996) suggested
that participation in athletic and/or extracurricular activities may make cheating more likely
when it demands too much of a student’s time that might otherwise have been spent studying.

It can be seen from these studies that the extemal pressure to succeed is a strong

motivation to cheat for many students. Extemnal pressure to maintain scholarships, obtain a
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good job following graduation, or simply the desire not to disappoint one’s parents are among
the extemal factors that may motivate students to cheat. These extemnal situational influences
operate in the same students who endorse the statement that cheating is never justified
(Sutton & Huba, 1995). This group of studies provides further support for Bandura's (1996a,
1991) notion that engaging in deviant behavior does not imply the absence of moral principles,
but rather that those principles are deactivated in certain contexts.

Given the evidence of the important role of exterhal pressures in student cheating,
external pressures were incorporated into the present research model in two ways. First, the
Moral Disengagement scale (Appendix A, Part [V) contains items assessing students’
endorsements of cheating exonerations when:

¢ They are in danger of failing a class

¢ Their parents become angry if they receive a low grade

e Parents expect too much from them in school.

The second way in which external pressures are incorporated into the research model is in
terms of Parental Achievement Goals. Parentai Achievement Goals reflect the lowest
(perceived) grade with which a student’s parents would be satisfied. If students are aware of
their parents’ academic expectations of them, they may feel pressured to meet that standard.
For some students, the pressure caused by the need to meet parents’ standards may become
represent a situational exception to their anti-cheating beliefs.

Cost-Benefit Factors. A final grouping of situational predictors is related to the
perceived costs and benefits of engaging in cheating. As expected, students are more likely to
cheat when the expected consequences for doing so are mild or when they believe that they
will not be caught. Davis, et al. (1992) found that the most popular student-suggested

punishment for cheating was being told to “keep their eyes on their own paper (p. 19)." Other
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students believed that removal of a student's paper or allowing the student to begin the test
over were appropriate disciplinary measures. Still others condoned failing grades for students
caught cheating. The threat of a severe punishment (university expuilsion as opposed to a
wamning) was reported to be a deterrent of both planned and spontaneous cheating (Genereux
& McLeod, 1995).

Under conditions of perceived low risk of detection, students anticipating success on
an academic task are more likely to cheat than students anticipating failure (Houston, 1977).
Students anticipating failure display steady, moderate leveis of cheating, whether the risk of
detection is high or low (Houston, 1977). Threats of increased likelihood of detection of
cheating are more likely to deter students who anticipate success on an academic task. These
threats do not hold the same deterrent power with students who anticipate failure (Houston,
1977).

A major reason that students cite for refraining from cheating is the fear of being caught
(Moffatt, 1990). Concems with social disgrace, expulsion from college, and derogatory
information being put on their permanent academic record were among the deterrents cited by
students in Moffatt's study. Other students reported that having been caught in the past was
the reason for their present choice to refrain from chezting.

Graham et al. (1994) aiso noted that students commonly report refraining from
cheating because of their fear of being caught. This fear is apparently unfounded in many
cases (Graham et al., 1994; Moffatt, 1990). Graham et al. state that only 9% of facuity reported
deducting points from a students exam, failing the student, or some other type of negative
consequence when cheating was observed. As one might expect, the type of cheating in

which students engage is affected by the perceived risk of detection associated with that form
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of cheating. Students are far more likely to collaborate on a homework assignment than to use
crib sheets during a test (Sisson & Todd-Mancillas, 1984).

Threats are apparently effective in some cases, however, because Tittie and Rowe
(1974) found that cheating on 8 weekly seif-graded quizzes was more effectively deterred by
the use of threats than by moral appeal. The threat took the form of an announcement that
there would be a(n) (unspecified) penalty for cheaters. The moral appeal took the form of a
reminder to students that they were being trusted to be honest in grading their quizzes. A
control group received neither a moral appeai or a threat. Reliance on trust that students
would not cheat in grading their exams (i.e., for students in the control condition) was
ineffective, as was reliance on moral appeal. Threat of detection and punishment was the only
effective method of deteming cheating.

Of key importance in students’ decision to cheat is the expected benefit, or
instrumentality, of such behavior. Houston (1978) demonstrated empirically that students’
perceptions of the utility of cheating can influence their decision to engage in academic
dishonesty. Under conditions of high, moderate, and low-success feedback on a free-recall
test, a curvilinear relationship between cheating and anticipated success was observed. This
relationship was moderated by the degree to which students viewed cheating (i.e., copying
words that were “accidentally” exposed) as a means to improve their performance. Subjects
who were almost certain that they would fail at the experimental task (i.e., those in the low-
success feedback condition) did not perceive cheating to be a useful means of attaining
success. Those in the high-success feedback condition felt very certain of success, and thus
did not view cheating as significantly able to add to their chances for successful performance

on the experimental task. It is only the subjects in the moderate-success feedback condition
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who perceived cheating as potentially instrumental in their success on the éxperimental task;
these were the only subjects who were not fairly certain of their chances for success.

In summary, a number of cost-benefit factors have been associated with cheating. The
threat of detection and the fear of severe punishment are two major deterrents of cheating.
Fear of punishment was a deterrent despite the low frequency with which cheating produces
serious consequ.ences for students (Graham et al., 1994). The instrumentality of cheating also
was found to be a determinant of cheating behavior (Houston, 1978). Students who are either
very certain of success or very certain of failure are less likely to cheat because they do not
perceive cheating to be able to significantly improve their performance. Students who are
uncertain of their chances of success are the most likely to cheat because they believe that
there is a possibility that cheating may improve their performance.

in terms of the present research concems, the cost-benefit findings suggest that the
threat of detection and the threat of severe punishment may be factors that could influence an
individual's tendency to morally disengage and subsequentiy cheat. Students who believe that
there is minimai risk of detection and that there would be minimal consequences for cheating
may be more inclined to morally disengage, which would make them more likely to cheat. This

hypothesis is tested in the present research.

Six groupings of situational predictors of academic dishonest were discussed: test-
related factors, personal situational factors, instructor-related factors, institutional factors,
extermnal pressures, and cost-benefit factors. The studies that were reviewed preserit a
consistent pattern of evidence that is situationally influenced. Evidence of situational specificity
in the decision to cheat is supportive of the proposed research modet, which attempts to

specify some of the situational exceptions to the “No Cheating” rule.
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Measurement issues
The fourth main section deals with some of the key measurement issues that are

present in the recent cheating literature. As is the case with most socially undesirable
behaviors, accurate measurement of the amounts and types of cheating is an ongoing
problem. An analysis of the limitations of three types of cheating measures will follow.
Discussion will be confined to the self-report, behavioral, and probabilistic types of cheating
measures. This section will conclude with a rationale for the selecting a self-report

methodology for the present research.
The Limitati fSelf-R ¢ M

The key methodological concem within the cheating literature is that a large portion of
the investigations in this area have relied upon self-report questionnaires, partly out of
necessity and partly out of convenience. This feature of the research alone can be
hypothesized to have had a substantial impact upon the conclusions drawn regarding
academic cheating.

The reliance upon self-report of cheating behavior is subject to the same cautions as
the use of self-report in any area of inquiry, particularly when the behavior(s) being measured
are considered by many to be socially undesirable (e.g., misuse of controlled substances,
tendency to engage in racist or sexist behavior). One of the clear dangers of such heavy
reliance on self-report in the cheating literature is the potential of underestimation of the
occurrence of the measured behavior due to subjects’ desires to maintain a favorable public
self-image. The assurance of anonymity can alleviate this concem to some degree because
with anonymous questionnaires, clearly, no individual subject's responses can be traced to its
source. However, completion of research questionnaires on behaviors that are commonly

perceived to be socially undesirable will aiso activate various self-cognitions. As such, even
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though public self-image can remain fairly intact with the assurance of anonymity, private self-
image may be affected as a result of completing the research questionnaire. It is necessary to
consider whether the activated private seff-concept will be that of a cheater or a non-cheater as
a result of the very completion of a cheating questionnaire. Activation of a private self-concept
as a cheater may impact upon the final responses given to questionnaire items.

While it is not necessary that one’s self-concept be so black and white (i.e., either
“cheater” or “non-cheater”, rather than placing oneself somewhere along a hypothetical
cheating continuum), the point remains that the very act of compileting a questionnaire
regarding a socially undesirable behavior creates setf-cognitions that will be likely to impact
upon self-esteem. [f one arrives at a favorable self-concept as one considers one’s standing
within the relevant domain of undesirable behavior, then self-esteem should remain intact. If,
on the other hand, one’s self-concept is not favorable in the behavioral domain being
assessed, then self-esteem is expected to suffer. It might foliow, then, that subjects will report
the examined behaviors in such a way as to allow self-esteem to remain intact, which is a
potential source of emror with the use of self-report instruments.

A second potential source of experimental error with the use of self-reports pertains to
subjects’ frame of reference within which they make their reports of cheating. Depending on
the way in which the questionnaire is designed, subjects may be more or less likely to
cognitively activate personal knowiedge of cheating behavior. For example, in the Malarkey
and Aiken (1986) work on testing practices, little cheating was reported by students; in fact,
60% expressed a belief that they observed no cheating. This report of non-existent cheating is
not typical of the literature as a whole. One might hypothesize that this finding is due to the
fact that the Malarkey and Aiken questionnaire contained only a single question pertaining to

cheating. Students’ frame of reference was iikely one that focused on the generai
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characteristics of exams at their university (e.g., type of exams given, adequacy of ime given
to complete exams, tendency of instructors to allow students to keep graded exams). Given
this single question relating to cheating embedded within a larger questionnaire context of
items pertaining to testing practices, studems probably did not tend to activate their declarative
knowledge (Evans and Craig, 1990) about cheating to the same degree that they might have
when completing a questionnaire concemed only with cheating. This tendency, again, points to
anotherway in which self-reports of cheating behavior may be biased in favor of
underestimation. Failure to activate knowledge about this sociaily undesirable behavior can
perform an ego-protective function or it can simply be the resuit of access failure (j.e., failure to
access the appropriate cognitions.)

Rate of questionnaire retum is a related source of cheating underestimation observed
in the literature. Although not strictly a self-report issue, the problem of a low rate of return is a
general concemn within the area of survey research. As expected, the method of
administration can have a significant impact on the actual number of questionnaires retumed
by potential subjects. For example, a fair number of cheating studies employ remote
questionnaire administration (e.g., placing the questionnaire in students’ mail boxes) to large-
scale sampies, sometimes administered to several thousand potential subjects (e.g., Aidala &
Greenblat, 1986). Low response rates are common under such circumstances.

When response rate is low, the gathered sample may not be representative of the
population about which the researcher seeks to generalize, even though the final sample sizes
in some of these studies are often fairly large. The potential does exist that only the more
conscientious students will respond to remotely administered questionnaires. By extension,

then, the same students who are conscientious enough to retum their questionnaire may also
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the ones conscientious enough not to cheat. Of course, if the gathered sample becomes large

enough, the concem for representativeness is lessened somewhat.

Naturally, it would be highly desirabie to accumuiate research evidence in the cheating
literature using true experimental designs and actual testing situations or situations in which
actual class assignments are being completed. Although a number of experimental studies do
appear in the literature.(e.g., Tittle & Rowe, 1974; Vitro & Schoer, 1972), these studies are by
far the exception rather than the ruie. Further, even though an experimental design may be
used, these studies often do not use actual testing situations or situations involving the
completion of an actual class assignment (e.g., Houston, 1978; Houston & Ziff, 1976).

The lack of experimental studies in the cheating literature is no doubt due largely to the
difficuity of detecting actual cheating behavior, especially with a “well-seasoned” cheater. If
Moffatt's (1990) work is any indication, there are far too many methods of cheating, even in
terms of exam taking alone, for a researcher to be certain that s/fhe had detected all or even
most of the cheating. Moffatt discussed a number of cheating methods revealed by students in
his study, some quite elaborate, such as hiring a professional student to take one’s exams or
breaking into a professor’s office to steal and subsequently replace a copy of an exam. it
stands to reason that the more experienced a cheater is, the more likely s/he is to remain
undetected, particularly when the cheating scheme is fairly elaborate. In the same way that a
cheater often remains undetected in the standard classroom situation, s/he is aliso likely to
escape detection within an experimental situation. Therefore, just as the risk of
underestimating the occurrence of cheating using self-report questionnaires, so t00, it exists
with the use of assessment of actual cheating behavior. In studies where actual testing

situations or class assignments are examined, the degree of underestimation would appear to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Moral Disengagement 79

be directly related to both the degree of sophistication of the cheaterandﬁede&cﬁon
techniques of the proctor/professor.

in order to remedy this problem of detection of cheating in using actual observation of
behavior, some researchers seek to control the cheating by using analogical tasks to assess
cheating rather than actual examinations or class assignments. In studies where actual tests/
class assignments are repiaced with an experimental assessment task that is unrelated to the
subject’'s grade, the degree of underestimation should relate to the extemnal validity of the
experimental task since subjects are not likely to be as personally invested in the experimental

task as in their performance on an actual test/assignment that has implications for their grade.

To some degree, the concems regarding the inability to detect cheating in exam
situations can be alleviated by the use of probabilistic detection methods. This class of
methods to detect cheating functions by comparison of pattemns of similar test responses
between pairs of examinees. Within a pair of examinees, if there has been unauthorized
sharing of test information (whether by one or both members of the pair), a (statistically)
unusual degree of answer correspondence is expected. Establishment of an appropriate
decision rule for making decisions about instances of suspected cheating is a crucial part of
the process (Bellezza & Bellezza, 1995).

Originally, the number of errors in common between two examinees was assessed.
When this number exceeded the maximum number expected by chance alone, the suspicion
of cheating was raised (Dwyer & Hecht, 1996). More recent refinements, according to Dwyer
and Hecht, allow comparisons to be made among all possible pairings of examinees for a
given test, and allow the consideration of both the number of matching errors and the number

of correct responses.
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Dwyer and Hecht (1996) discuss the drawbacks to using probabilistic methods of
detecting cheating. Among them they include the fact that even when both errors and correct
responses between pairs of examinees demonstrate more than a chance degree of similarity,
these similarities may be accounted for by factors other than cheating.

They propose altemate explanations such as emror due to the fact that students may
have studied together, that certain misconceptions may be widely prevalent within a given
class based on the way the material was presented, or that the presence of certain distracters
within the test itself that may be more Iikaly to attract stu;lents. A second issue for concem
with the use of probabilistic methods is the fact that even though certain pattemns of similarity in
student responding may be statistically rare even in the absence of cheating, these similarities
are still possible. Thus, there is no guarantee that cheating has actually occurred.

A third area of concem pertains to the bias of probabilistic methods against cheaters
who perform poorly on examinations (which can also be conceived of as a bias in favor of
cheaters who are better students). Dwyer and Hecht state that this bias exists because in
most cases, the users of such methods focus exclusively on the pattems of similarity among
incorrect answers. They state that the tendency to largely ignore the correct responses is due
to the fact that correct responses do not provide as much information about potential cheating
as do incorrect responses. Correct answers can be due to either an examinee's knowledge of
the material or to the copying of the correct answer from another student's paper. Students
who do not copy large numbers of questions or who copy from a good student are more likely
to escape detection using probabilistic strategies (Dwyer and Hecht, 1996).

Dwyer and Hecht (1994) recommend great caution in the use of probabilistic methods
of detecting cheating. They do not advocate the exclusive reliance on these methods in taking

disciplinary measures against suspected cheater. They are strong in their recommendation to
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support evidence of cheating gained through probabilistic methods with addiﬁonal evidence,
particularly in light of the legal implications of falsely accusing students of academic
misconduct.

in addition to the problems highlighted by Dwyer and Hecht (1996, 1994), an additional
drawback for the present purposes is the limitation of probabilistic detection methods to an
objective questioning format. Confining the conceptualization of cheating to a muitiple choice
or equivalent format would severely limit the applicability and scope of the present research,
the goal of which is to formulate an integrative model of factors that can induce moral
disengagement and subsequent cheating. Despite the need for more objective assessments
of cheating in the literature, pmbabilisﬁc; methods of cheating detection were judged to be

inappropriate in the current context.

Given the specified limitations of each form of assessment of cheating, it can be seen
that each is less than ideal. In the final analysis, a decision was made to rely on self-reported
cheating. This decision was made based upon the fact that the use of self-report measures is
ubiquitous within the cheating literature. Use of this type of measure, despite the potential for
underreporting of cheating, will pmviqe a means of comparison that is consistent with previous
work. Additionally, it must be kept in mind that each type of measure has its own flaws and its
own potential for underestimating cheating.

Enker (1987) also makes a compelling case for electing a self-report measure of
cheating rather than a behavioral one. She raises an ethical question in reference to
behavioral measures of cheating, stating that the only way to use a behavioral measure of
cheating would be to pretend that one is actually measuring something else. Since it would be

detrimental to the methodological integrity of a study that investigated actual cheating with the
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full knowledge of research subjects, such a measure of cheating would necessarily involve

deceit. As Enker points out, it hardly seems ethical to measure cheating by engaging in an

altemate form of “cheating”.

The final section of Chapter |i contains the proposed path model of moral
disengagement and student cheating. The main model is presented in Figure 5 below.

As can be seen from Figure 5, the proposed model seeks to explicitly examine whether
the relationship between Self-reported Cheating and Anti-cheating Beliefs is, indeed, mediated
by Moral Disengagement. [t also seeks to test whether there is a direct relationship between
Anti-cheating Beliefs and Self-reported Cheating behavior. Further, it attempts to determine

whether the use of Moral Disengagement strategies is associated with lower levels of Guilt.
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Finally, the model tests the relationship between Self-reported CheatinQ and Self-reported
Academic Achievement.

Since the study of moral disengagement and student cheating is a new area in the
psychological literature, the present research was designed to be mainly descriptive in
nature. As such, a supplemental area of inquiry was included in an attempt to specify
some of the background variables that may influence cheating beliefs and the tendency to
morally disengage. Thus, in addition to the variables presented in Figure 5, eight
supplementary variables were investigated in the present research. These eight variables
were selected as potential contributors to cheating beliefs and moral disengagement, based
upon a review of the literature. These background variables were examined as an extension of
the main research model.

The eight “predictor” variables were broken into two categories: Individual Difference
Variables (i.e., Religiosity, Self-Regulatory Efficacy to Resist Peer Temptation to Engage in
Academic Cheating, Academic Self-efficacy, and Personal Achievement Goals) and
Situational Variables (i.e., Parental Achievement Goals, Peers’ Cheating, Fear of
Consequences [of cheating] and Exam Preparedness). The supplemental analyses of these
background variabies will be presented after the findings from the path analysis of the main

research model.

The main research model generated the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Anti-cheating Beliefs (i.e., generalized beliefs that cheating is
morally unacceptabie) will show a negative relationship to Seif-Reported Cheating; the
relationship between generalized anti-cheating beliefs and cheating will be mediated by

Moral Disengagement (i.e., cheating “beliefs-in-context,” as in a dual stage model).
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It is expected that individuals who hold stronger anti-cheating beliefs would be less
likely to morally disengage. They would be less likely than those holding weaker anti-cheating
beliefs to accept excuses that minimize their responsibility for cheating or to accept excuses
that reconstrue cheating as serving a moral purpose.

Hypothesis 2: Seif-reported chuﬁng will show a direct relationship to academic
achievement.

Hypothesis 2 addresses the relationship of Self-reported Cheating and Academic
Achievement. There is evidence of a negative relationship between grade point average and
academic cheating (e.g., Bunn et al., 1992; Scheers & Dayton, 1987). Leming (1980),
however, found that cheating is unrelated to academic achievement except under high risk
conditions (i.e., under conditions where detection is likely). Under high risk conditions, high
ability students are less likely to cheat, presumably because they have more to lose than low
ability students if they are caught. The direction of a relationship between cheating and
academic achievement has not been firmly established. Cheating should improve grades if it
is done successfully, but low achieving students should be more likely to cheat. Thus, the
relationship between cheating and academic achievement is expected to be related to whether
grades have been assessed before or after the cheating.

Academic achievement is included in the present model to resolve a discrepancy
between the findings in the literature of an inverse relationship between cheating and
academic achievement and the findings from a pilot study in which academic achievement was
positively associated with cheating. in this pilot study, admitting to more seif-reported cheating

predicted higher academic achievement (assessed as actual report card grades.)
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Hypothesis 3: Moral Disengagement will be inversely related to Guilt.

According to Bandura (1990), Moral Disengagement functions by reducing guitt, thus
paving the way for behavior that violates one's moral code.

Hypothesis 4: Seif-reported Cheating will be negatively related to Guilt.

Since it is hypothesized that the tendency to morally disengage allows cheating to
occur in the first place, it is expected that the levels of Guilt will be low in those who admit to
higher levels of cheating. Moral disengagement allows one to escape self-censure for behavior
that violates one’s personal moral standards. Escape from self-censure is expected to

manifest itself in low levels of guilt in those who admit to having cheated.
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Chapter il
Method

Subjects

Two hundred two seventh and eighth grade parochial school students were given
letters of consent to participate in this study. The final sampie was composed of 175 seventh
and eighth grade students (n=100 for seventh grade; n=75 for eighth grade). Seventy-eight
males and 87 females participated in the study; 10 students did not indicate their sex. The
mean age of these subjects was 13.5 years. The schools from which subjects were drawn are
located in a middle class suburb of a large metropolitan area. The vast maijority of students in
the subject pool was Caucasian. No student was pemitted to participate without informed
personal and parental consent.
Procedures

A single questionnaire was administered to subjects in a group setting. The
questionnaire was administered in students’ regular classrooms. Teachers were not present
during the administration, and students were assured of the anonymity of their responses.
They were instructed not to put their names on the questionnaires. Students were aliso
advised that they had the right to withdraw their consent to participate at any time, without
penalty. Administration of the questionnaire was untimed, but all students completed the
questionnaire within a regularly scheduled class period of approximately 45 minutes.

The experimental constructs were operationalized as indicated below. Appendix A
contains the final versioii of the research questionnaire.
Variables in the Main R h Model

Anti-cheating Beliefs. In previous attempts to assess students’ generalized anti-
cheating beliefs, Pratt and McLaughlin (1989) assessed students’ ethical beliefs with a series
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of 5-point scales that ranged from “Very Unethical” to “Not at All Unethiwl.'; These ratings
were made regarding a number of cheating-related behaviors (e.g., copying answers during an
exam, obtaining an old test). Reliability information was not provided for these items. This
type of measure was not suitable for the present research because it assesses specific
cheating beliefs. In the present case, knowledge and endorsement of generalized anti-
cheating principles was sought.

Aidala and Greenblat (1986) had students rate the degree to which various deviant
behaviors were perceived as wrong. A scale ranging from “0” (“Not at all Wrong®) to 10 (“Most
wrong”) was used. The evaluated behaviors, however, only included a single item pertaining
to cheating (copying from another’s paper in a school examination). This type of measure is
also inadequate because it only considers a single type of cheating behavior.

Davis et al. (1992) aiso relied on a single item to assess anti-cheating beliefs: “Is it
wrong to cheat?” Use of this type of item as the measure of anti-cheating beliefs is inadequate
because there is likely to be very little variance in the obtained responses; it is expected that
nearly 100% of all subjects would respond “yes.” A better item would ask students to indicate
the degree to which they perceive cheating to be wrong, as is done in the present research.
Additionally, the present research contains a measure of whether students’ cheating beliefs are
universal or whether they are contextually flexible. The previous measures of cheating beliefs
do not take context into account.

in the present research, Anti-cheating Beliefs were assessed via two questionnaire
items. The firstitem (Appendix A, Section 1 — Question 12) assessed whether students
believed that the moral appropriateness of cheating was contextually flexible. Students were
required to indicate whether “Cheating on your school work is Never/Sometimes/Always

wrong.” The second item (Appendix A, Section 1 — Question 13) required students to indicate
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how strongly they personaily endorsed the immorality of cheating (“I believe that cheating is

") Response altematives ranged from “Not immoral at all” to “Very immoral” on

a 4-point scale. A composite measure, Anti-cheating Beliefs, was derived by summing the
responses to these two items.

Moral Disengagement

Thirty-two items (Appendix A, Part [V — Questions 1-32), patterned after the work of
Bandura (1996a), were designed to assess the tendency to use moral disengagement
strategies in potential cheating situations. Four items were used to measure each of the eight
different moral disengagement strategies: moral justification, euphemistic labeling,
advantageous comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distortion
of consequences, dehumanization, and attribution of blame.

Each item paired one type of cheating behavior with one moral disengagement
strategy. Students rated the degree to which they endorsed each moral disengagement
strategy by using a five-point Likert-type scale, which ranged from "Strongly Agree” to "Strongly
Disagree.” A total moral disengagement score was computed by summing responses to the
32 Moral Disengagement items.

Self-reported Cheating. Subj_ects completed a set of 16 items (Appendix A, Part Ii,
Questions 1-16) in which they were asked to rate the frequency with which they engaged in 16
different cheating behaviors. A composite measure of total Self-reported Cheating was derived
by summing the responses for the 16 cheating items.

This type of measure of Self-Reported Cheating has a precedent in the literature. In
the Greene and Saxe (1992) study, a set of 15 items was used to assess each of these two
respective variables. Although there was significant overiap between the cheating behaviors

used by Greene and Saxe and those used in the present research, certain behaviors were
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modified in the present research because they were more applicable to a jdnior high
population. Additionally, Greene and Saxe did not report reliability estimates for their Self-
Reported and Peers’ Cheating scales.

Academic Achievement, Academic achievement was operationalized in terms seif-
reported report card grades. It was assessed by an item that asked, "The grades | get in most
classes are: (Appendix A, Part | — Question 6)". Students responded on a five-point scale,
with a response range of "90% or Above" to "Below 60%."

Since the present research examines academic honesty, it was the author’s original
intent to assess actual grades in order to determine whether students who admitted to more
cheating would aiso be likely to be dishonest in reporting their grades. However, it was not
possibie to obtain actual grades as a part of this study. All schools stated that they would
decline participation if it was necessary to examine students’ actual grades within the context
of cheating. Thus, the schools that did agree to participate, did so under the condition that it
would not be necessary to disclose student grades. Itis common in cheating studies to use
self-reported GPA as a measure of academic achievement (e.g., Scheers and Dayton, 1987;
Bunn et al., 1992; Jendrek, 1992), probably for some of the same reasons that it had to be
used in the present research.

Guilt

Guilt was measured by an item that asked students to state how strongly they agreed
or disagreed with the item (Appendix A, Part | - Question 10), “If | cheated on a test, | would
feel guilty.” A 5-point scale was used in which possible responses ranged from “Strongly
Agree” to “Strongly Disagree.” In the literature, guilt is usually not formally considered in
cheating research. Bandura (1996) is the one exception in the literature reviewed above; he

measured guilt using a scale of Guilt and Restitution. This scale was designed to examine
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students’ degree of anticipated guilt, remiorsefuiness, and self-criticism for transgresswe
behavior, as well as their need to make restitution for transgressive behavior. Bandura reports
an alpha reliability coefficient of .79 for this scale, and he states that factor analysis indicated
that it is unifactorial. This scale contains 15 items that would have to be reconfigured in order
to be specifically applicable to cheating. This scale also contains items pertaining to
Restitution, which was not part of the proposed model. The decision was made to use a single
item (as described above) to assess guilt in order to avoid having to add another 15 items to an
already overly iong questionnaire.
Supplemental Variables

in addition to the variables presented in the main research model in Figure 5, eight
background variables were considered as part of supplemental analyses that attempted to
determine some of the factors that may influence the strength of anti-cheating beliefs and
the tendency to rely on moral disengagement strategies in potential cheating situations.
Two types of background variables were included in the supplemental analyses: Individual

Difference variables and Situational variables. A description of these variable is presented

below.

The present research included four individual Difference predictors of Moral

Disengagement and Anti-cheating Beliefs. They were Religiosity, Self-Regulatory Efficacy to
Resist Peer Temptation to Engage in Cheating (SRERC), Academic Self-efficacy, and
Personal Achievement Goals. A discussion of each will follow.

Religiosity. In previous attempts to measure religiosity, Sierles et al. (1988) used the
“self-reported extent of religious beliefs;” the exact operational definition of this variable was left

unspecified. As stated above, Calabrese and Cochran (1990) assessed “irreligiousness” (i.e.,
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the failure to attend church regularly or at least once a week). Aithough itis useful to
behaviorally define this variable, it is not advisable to define a construct as the absence of a
given quality.

Sutton and Huba (1995) include both a cognitive and a behavioral component in their
operational definition of religiosity. The cognitive component was assessed by two
questionnaire items relating to the extent that religion has played a major role in subjects’ lives
and subjects’ perceptions that religion has played a part in their views conceming academic
dishonesty. The behavioral component of religiosity was assessed in terms of an item that
required students to indicate how frequently they attend church and a second item that asked
students how often they participate in religious activities. The authors do not cite evidence of
reliability for this measure of religiosity.

In the present research, it was originally planned that both a cognitive and behavioral
component would be included in the Religiosity measure. The cognitive element (Appendix A,
Section 1 — Question 4) was a five-point Likert-type item, “I am a religious person.” Possibie
responses ranged from "Strongly Agree” to "Strongly Disagree.” The behavioral element
(Appendix A, Section 1 — Question S) was a rating of the frequency of church attendance.
Ratings were made on a five-point scale, with possible responses ranging from “Once or Twice
a Year” to “Every Day” or “Do Not Go To Church.”

The original intention was to create a composite Religiosity score by summing the
responses for these two items. However, the reliability coefficient for the resulting scale was
only .48, which indicates that these items do not share enough variance to justify their inclusion
on the same scale. Since the present research is concemed with the prediction of behavior
from beliefs, it was decided to retain only the cognitive (i.e., the religious “beliefs”) component

of the measure.
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SRERC was measured with the question (Appendix A, Section 1 — Question 11), “If one of
your peers (i.e., classmates or friends) were pressuring you to cheat on an exam or an
assignment, how strongly would you rate your ability to resist that pressure to cheat?” Ratings
of SRERC were made using a S-point scale with response altematives ranging from “Very
strong (| am certain that | could resist the pressure)” to “Very weak (I am certain that | could
NOT resist the pressure.)”

in the literature reviewed above, Bandura (1996b) is the only author to discuss self-
regulatory efficacy to resist temptation. Self-regulatory efficacy to resist the temptation to
engage in high-risk activities was operationalized by Bandura as the perception of one’s ability
to refrain from alcohol/drug use, unprotected sexual activity, and transgreésive behavior. This
measure had to be refined to be applicable to the present research on cheating. Thus, in the
present study, the variable became Self-regulatory Efficacy to Resist (peer temptation to
engage in) Cheating. Bandura does not specify the precise method of measurement for this
construct.

Academic Self-Efficacy. Academic Self-efficacy (Appendix A, Part VI — Questions 1-
12) was operationalized in terms of students’ ratings of the degree of certainty they had that
they would be able to attain each of 12 grading increments ranging from “A+" to “F" (e.g., “A+",
‘A"A- "B, "B, LLUFT). Twelve separate items that took the general form “l am _[rating] that |
will receive at least an overall average of [grade] on the next report card.” Certainty was
measured by a 7-point scale that ranged from “"Highly Certain” to “Highly Uncertain.” The
ratings for each of these questions were collapsed into a single Academic Self-efficacy score.
The assessment of Academic Self-Efficacy, was pattemed after the work of Zimmemman and

Bandura (1994).
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Self-efficacy score was measured as the highest grade (of the 12 ;;ossible grade
increments from “A+" through “F~) for which a student gave a rating of a “3” or higher (i.e., “3, "
“2,” or “1”) on the 7-point scaie. Ratings of “3" or higher corespond to “Certain,” “Moderately
Certain,” and “Highly Certain,” respectively, on the 7-point scale. Therefore, this measure of
Academic Self-efficacy indicates the highest overall grade that students believe that they would
be able to attain on the next report card, since all ratings below “3” on the 7-point scale indicate
varying degrees of uncertainty regarding grades.

Personal Achievement Goals. Personal Achievement Goals (Appendix A, Part V —
Questions 1-12[A]) was operationalized in terms of the ratings of satisfaction for each of 12
different grades. Students were required to rate on a 7-point Likert-type scale the degree of
satisfaction/dissatisfaction they would experience with each listed grade increment from “A+" to
“F (e.g., “A+", “A""A-“"B+", "B”, ..."F"). They were asked to make these ratings based on an
item that stated, “How satisfied/dissatisfied would YOU be with each of the following grades?”
The 7-point scale used response options that ranged from “Very Dissatisfied” to “Very
Satisfied.” The assessment of Personal Achievement goals, was modeled after the work of
Zimmerman and Bandura (1994).

The ratings from these 12 questions were collapsed into a single measure of Personal
Achievement Goals. Persona! ~.chievement Goals was operationalized as the lowest grade
(“A+” through “F") at which students gave a rating of °5” or higher (i.e., “5,” “6,” or “7”). This
measure of Personal Achievement Goals indicates the lowest grade with which a student
would be at least minimally satisfied, because ratings below “5” indicate either neutrality (i.e.,

neither satisfaction nor dissatisfaction) or dissatisfaction with a given grade.
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The present research included four Situational bredictors of Moral Disengagement
and Anti-cheating Beliefs. They were Parental Achievement Goals, Peers’ Cheating,
Consequences of Cheating and Exam Preparedness. A discussion of each will follow.

Parental Achievement Goals. The assessment of perceived Parental Achievement
Goals was accomplished in exactly the same way as was the assessment of personal
achievement goals, except in the case of Parental Achievement Goals, students were required
to rate the degree of satisfaction/dissatisfaction they believed their parents would experience if
the student were to receive each of the same 12 grade increments. The ratings were made
based upon an item that stated, “How satisfied/dissatisfied would YOUR PARENTS be if you
received each of the following grades?” The items assessing Parental Achievement Goals
were based on the work of Zimmerman and Bandura (1994). zuse

The ratings from these 12 questions were collapsed into a single measure of Parental
Achievement Goals. Parental Achievement Goals was operationalized as the lowest grade
(“A+” through “F™) at which students.gave a rating of “5” or higher (i.e., “5,” “6,” or “7”). This
measure of Parental Achievement Goals indicates the lowest grade with which a student
believes that his/her parent(s) would be at least minimally satisfied, because ratings below “5”
indicate either neutrality (i.e., neither satisfaction nor dissatisfaction) or dissatisfaction with a
given grade.

Peers’ Cheating. The measure of Peers’ Cheating (Appendix A, Part lll, Questions 1-
16) required students to rate the frequency with which they believed that students in their class
engaged in each of 16 different cheating behaviors. The cheating behaviors that were

assessed for the Peers’ Cheating scales were the same ones used for the Self-reported

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Moral Disengagement 95

Cheating scale. A composite Peers’ Cheating score was derived by summ}ng the responses
to the 16 Peers’ Cheating items.

Although there was no specific precedent for measuring Peers’ Cheating in the
literature, there was a precedent for assessing one’s own cheating behavior. The Peers’
Cheating scale was formulated based upon the other self-reported cheating scales in the
literature (see above.)

Consequences of Cheating. Davis et al. (1992) assessed both the consequences of
cheating and students’ expectations of being caught in an act of cheating. Their survey
included an item that asked, “What should be done if someone is caught cheating?” This
measure of does not really address the issue of what the consequences students would
actually expect for him/herself in a potential cheating situation. What “should” be done to
cheaters may not have any relationship to what cheaters actually anticipate being done to
them. Since the proposed model attempts to assess cheaters’ motivations for deciding to
cheat or not cheat, this type of measure was not used.

Davis et al. used two additional questions to determine students’ perceptions of
cheating based upon the likelihood of being caught (i.e., “Should students go ahead and cheat
if they know they can get away with it?” and “Should students try to cheat even when they
know that their chances of getting away with it are slim?") Again, these questions are phrased
in the abstract and do not assess students’ perceptions of the likelihood that they themselves
will be caught/punished.

Genereux and MclLeod (1995) measured fear of punishment (if caught cheating) with a
single item in which students were asked to rate on a 7-point scale how much the punishment
for cheating would influence their decision to cheat on an exam (i.e., if the punishment were a

waming versus expulsion from college). This measure still does not address the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Moral Disengagement 96

consequences that students perceive for themselves in actual cheaﬁng sitﬁations. There is no
guarantee that students perceive that they will be punished at all if they are caught cheating.

in the present research, Consequences of Cheating was operationalized in terms of
fear of punishment. It was assessed with an item (Appendix A, Part | — Question 9) that
inquired, “If you were caught cheating on a test, your punishment woulid probably be:.” A 5-
point scale of response altemnatives ranged from “Extremely Severe” to “Very Mild.” For the
purposes of the present research, this type of item is more useful because it inquires directly of
respondents what they perceive the consequences to be for them specifically.

Exam Preparedness. Exam Preparedness for examinations was assessed by the item
(Appendix A, Part | — Question 7), “When | study for an exam, | usually feel that the amount of
time | have spent studying is:.” A 5-point Likert-type scale was used in which students rated
their typical preparation from “Much more than is necessary” to “Much less than is necessary.”

Itis difficult to find a precedent in the literature for a measure of exam preparedness because
it usually shows up in surveys as a student-generated reason for cheating behavior. In this
case, it is not formally controlled or measured by the researcher. In the present model, the
measure of Exam Preparedness that was used formally considers the degree to which a

student’s typical level of preparation may influence his/her decision to cheat.
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Chapter IV
Results

Preliminary Issues

A number of preliminary issues will be addressed prior to the presentation of the results
from the path analysis. First, relevant findings from a prior pilot study will be discussed. This
discussion will be followed by some general simple statistics for the present research sample.
Finally, the analyses for the main and supplemental models will be presented.

Mum Pilot testing of the research scales determined that the
Self-reported Cheating, Peers’ Cheating, and the Moral Disengagement scales are
unifactorial. It was important to examine the factor structure of the cheating scales in light
of the findings which distinguished between active and passive cheating and between test-

related cheating and plagiarism-like behaviors (e.g., Graham et al., 1994). The factor

Table 3: Reliability Coefficients for Research Scales

Scale Reliability Coefficient
Moral Disengagement .94
Peers’ Cheating 91
Personal Academic Achievement Goals .87
Self-reported Cheaating .86
Academic Self-efficacy .85
Parental Academic Achievement Goals .83
Anti-cheating Beliefs 73
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structure of the Moral Disengagement scale was examined to find suppo& for Bandura's
(1996b) conclusion that Moral Disengagement had a single factor structure. This scale, while
pattemed after the Bandura scale, was adapted to cheating behaviors, so it was necessary to
determine an appropriate factor structure.

Scale Religbilities. Table 3 contains the reliability coefficients (i.e., Cronbach alpha) for

the various scales used in present research. They are presented in descending order of

Table 4: n =

VARIABLE 7] SD | Min. | Max. | Meaning of High End of Scale
Cheating Beliefs 6.16 1.05 2 7 Stronger anti-cheating beliefs
Religiosity 422 0.79 1 5 More religious
SRERC 1.85 094 1 Lower self-effic. to resist cheating

5
Seif-reported Cheating | 67.14 | 858 37 80 | Less seif-reported cheating
80

Peers’ Cheating 49.41 12.92 19 Perceive less cheating in peers
Cheating Conseq. 2.32 -0.93 1 5 Milder punishment for cheating
Acad. Self-efficacy 10.79 194 3 12 | Higher academic self-efficacy

Personal Ach. Goals 7.44 2.01 1 11 Higher achievement goals for self

Parental Ach. Goals 7.40 1.77 1 12 | Higher parental ach. goals
Acad. Achievement 1.50 0.63 1 3 Lower self-rep. report card grades
Exam Preparedness 3.06 0.92 1 5 Feel less prepared for exams

Moral Disengagement | 115.7 | 22.36 44 160 | More morally engaged

Guilt 1.88 1.11 1 5 Less guilt after cheating
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reliability coefficient. All scales had fairty good reliability coefficients, with the exception of Anti-
cheating Beliefs. The reliability coefficient for this scale (.73) was slightly lower than desired.

Simple Statisti
Table 4 indicates the means and standard deviations for all constructs that were

included in the present research. It contains the minimum and maximum reported values
for each variable, as well as the significance of a high rating on each respective scale (i.e.,
the meaning of the high end of the scale).

p “ »

Inspection of Table 4 makes it possible to create a broad profile of an “average”
student with regard to academic dishonesty. Such a profile is not expected to fit any one
specific student, but rather, it is designed to provide a very general picture of this group of
students as a whole. The supplemental variables are included in order to provide a more
compiete profile.

It can be seen from Table 4 that the students in the sample tended to have a very
strong beliefs that cheating is wrong. The mean was 6.16 out of a possible maximum score of
7. Also, the standard deviation is fairly low, so that most students had anti-cheating beliefs
similar to the mean. These students aiso tended to be fairly religious. The mean Religiosity
score was 4.22 out of a possible 5. Again, the standard deviation (.79) indicates that most
students fell somewhere fairly close to the mean.

Students as a whole felt that they would be able to resist peer pressure to cheat on an
examination. The mean Self-reguiatory Efficacy to Resist Cheating (SRERC) score was 1.85
on a 5-point scale, where 1 was “Very Certain.” This mean indicates that students as a whole
rated their ability to resist peer pressure to cheat somewhere between “Very Strong” and

“Fairly Strong.” Examination of the standard deviation for SRERC aiso supports the idea that,
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as a group, the students in the sample did not perceive themselves as deficient in the ability to
resist peers’ encouragements of academic dishonesty.

Students believed that they cheat significantly less than their peers (t=20.85,
p<0.0001). The mean for Self-reported Cheating was 67.14, and the mean for (Perceived)
Peer Cheating was 49.41. Higher scores on these two scales indicate less cheating. it should
be noted that the range of scores for the Self-reported Cheating scale was between 37 and 80,
but the range of scores for the Peers’ Cheating scale was between 19 and 80. There was less
variability in students’ assessments of their own cheating than in their assessments of their
peers’ cheating, which is reflected in the standard deviations for these two scales.

Students didn’t show strong beliefs about the consequences of cheating. The mean
for the cheating consequences scales was 2.32 out of a maximum possible score of 5. The
standard deviation was also small. As a general group tendency, students seem to believe
that the consequences of cheating are neither very severe nor very mild.

These students aiso had fairly high academic self-efficacy. They tended to believe that
they were capable of attaining an overall grade of somewhere between an “A-“ and an “A” on
the next report card. The very worst rating for Academic Self-efficacy was a “3,” which would
indicate that even the student with the lowest self-efficacy rating believed that s/he would
receive at least a “D+" on the next report card. No student thought that s/he would fail on the
next report card.

Students’ personal academic achievement goals were highly similar to those they
perceived their parents to hoid for them. The mean Personal Academic Achievement Goal
was 7.44 and the mean Parental Academic Achievement Goal was 7.40. There was
somewhat more variability in the Personal Academic Achievement Goal than in the Parental

Academic Achievement Goals; their standard deviations were 2.01 and 1.77 respectively.
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These findings show that the minimum grade with which students feit that bom they and their
parents would be at least “A Little Satisfied” was somewhere between a “C” and a “C+.” Thus,
students believe, as a whole, that it is acceptable to be academicalily “average,” and that their
parents would not be dissatisfied if they performed academically in at least the “average” (i.e.,
“C") range.

The sample reported that their grades were usually in the range between “80-89%" and
“80% or above.” Thus, it might be said that the group as a whole reported grades that were in
or around the “B” range. The range for Self-reported Academic Achievement was from “1” to
“3, “ which indicates that no student reported grades that were “usually” below 70%. Since the
participating schools were parochial schools, the academic standard for passing is 70%,
rather than the 65% that is common in many public school systems. It is entirely reasonable
that students would report that they usually receive grades of 70% or better becz. . - he
possibility of academic dismissal exists if they do not meet this standard.

This sample of students felt that they usually spend “Exactly the amount [of time] that is
necessary” when they study for an exam. The mean Exam Preparedness score was 3.06 out
of a possible 5.

These students showed a fairly high degree of maoral engagement. The mean Moral
Disengagement score was 115.7. The highest possible score was 160 (which would be
assigned to the student who strongly disagrees with all 32 cheating rationalizations presented
in the scale), and the lowest possible score was 32 (which would be assigned to the student
who strongly endorses each of the 32 cheating exonerations). There were scores of 160 (i.e.,
students who were very low on moral disengagement, and thus, very highly engaged) but
there were no scores that came close to 32. The lowest reported Moral Disengagement score

was 44. Therefore, no student Strongly Agreed with all of the cheating exonerations.
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Finally, students reported that they would feel a fair degree of guilt ffthey cheated on
an exam. The mean Guilt rating was 1.88 out of a possible 5. This mean indicates that, as a
whole, students would feel somewhere between moderate and strong guilt if they were to
cheat. Itis important to notice that there were, however, some students who reported that they
would not really feel guilty if they cheated (i.e., ratings of “5.")
S f Prelimi I

The preceding section contained a discussion of the adequacy of the present research
scales (e.g., factor structure of scales, reiiabilities). It also contained a general profile of an
“average” student based on the means and standard deviations for each of the research
scales. it can be seen from these discussions that there is evidence to suggest that the
research scales were adequate for their intended use. Further, the student profile highlights
the fact that students in the research sample actuaily did vary on each of the research scales.
The issue of variability is very fundamental to model construction, as there is little point to
modeling when all members of a sample/population behave uniformly. With these issues
addressed, the results for the path analysis of the main mode! will be presented in the following
section.
Path Analysis

Path analysis was used to determine the nature of the relationships among the
variables in the proposed research model (Figure 5). The correlation matrix in Table 5
was used to perform the analysis. Analysis of this model yielded a nonsignificant chi
square statistic [X 2 (4) = 9.43, p = 0.051], which is desirable for a model that is well fit to
the data. The ratio of the chi square statistic to degrees of freedom was 2.36, which is

within Kline's (1998) guideline of <2.5 for smaller samples. Additionally, the Bentler-Bonett
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| Seit- Guit  Seif-reported Morai Cheating
reported Cheating Disengagement Beliefs
| Seif-reported Grades 1.00
* Guilt .06 1.00
Self-reported Cheating -.14 -.50 1.00
i
§ Moral Disengagement =16 -.55 .69 1.00
Cheating Beliefs =17 -39 48 .51 1.00 :

Note: p<.05 = ynderiined; p<.001 = boid.

NFi was .96 and the Bentler CFI was .98, which is within the suggested range of .90 or
higher (Kline, 1998). The RMSEA was .05, which is within the .10 or lower range that
Kline recommends. All residual covariances were very small.

Figure 6 shows the path coefficients for the main research modei. All paths in the
model were significant, with the exception of the path between Self-reported Cheating and
Self-reported Grades. Table 6 shows that only one of the four main research hypotheses
was rejected.

Figure 6 should be interpreted as follows, given the data coding scheme that was used
(See Table 4, p. 94). A strong belief that cheating is wrong is predictive of a tendency to
remain morally engaged. (Similarly, weak beliefs that -cheating is wrong are associated with a.
tendency to morally disengage.) Students with a high score on the Moral Disengagement scale
also tended to have a high score on the Self-reported Cheating scale. This relationship
suggests that students who remain morally engaged are less likely to admit to cheating, and

those who tended to report the use of moral disengagement strategies also tended to report
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.18

——
Anti-cheating .50 .60 Seif-reported
Beliefs iy Moral ——®  Chealing

Guilt
S | Muttiple Corelats
Moral Disengagement = 25
Self-reported Cheating = .50
Guilt =.33
CFl =.98
Table 6: Summary of Research Hypotheses
. Supported
Hypothesis Hypothesized Refationship by Path
i i _ Analysis?
Hypothesis 1 Stronger anti-cheating beliefs assoc. with less Self-reported Cheating YES
(Indirect relationship, mediaied by Moral Disengagement)
Hypothesis 2 | Greater ievels of Seif-reported Cheating associated with Higher Self- NO
reported Grades
Hypothesis 3 Greater leveis of Moral Disengagement associated with lower levels of YES
Guilt
Hypothesis 4 Greater Self-reported Cheating associated with lower levels of Guilt YES
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engaging in higher levels of cheating. Additionally, students who strongly Believe that cheating
is wrong (high score on Cheating wrong item) are less likely to cheat (high score on Self-
reported Cheating scale).

Higher levels of seif-reported cheating (low score on Self-reported Cheating scale)
were associated with less guilt (high score on Guilt item). Students who tended to morally
disengage (low scores on the Moral Disengagement scale) also tended to report that they
would experience less guilt (high score on the Guilt item). Students suspend their moral
standards, which allows them to cheat as well as feel less guiity about cheating.

Finally, it was found that higher levels of self-reported cheating (low score on Self-
reported Cheating scale) were not predictive of lower levels of academic achievermnent
(high score on Self-reported Grades item). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.
Supplementary Analyses

The results of the path analysis testing the main research model represent an
important first step in building a model of moral disengagement and student cheating. They
provide preliminary evidence that the missing link between moral beliefs and moral behavior
may be found in Moral Disengagement. However, the model would be even more useful if it
could specify some of the factors that influence cheating beliefs and the tendency to morally
disengage. As such, various supplementary analyses were conducted in an attempt to specify
these factors, and ultimately, to integrate these factors with the moral disengagement model

that was supported by the above path analysis.

Since the present area of research is very new and not well documented in the

literature, the first attempt to determine potential predictors of Cheating Beliefs and Moral
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Disengagement was made through two separate regression analyses. These analyses were
done subsequent to the path analysis of the main research model.

In these analyses, the eight supplementary variables discussed above were entered as
independent variables, and Anti-cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement, respectively, were
the dependent variables. It will be recalied that these eight potential predictors of cheating
beliefs and moral disengagement were divided into two categories: Individual Difference
Variables (i.e., Religiosity, Self-Regulatory Efficacy to Resist Peer Temptation to Engage in
Academic Cheating, Academic Self-efficacy, and Personal Achievement Goals) and '
Situational Variables (i.e., Parental Achievement Goals, Peers’ Cheating, Fear of

Consequences and Exam Preparedness). .

Significant Predictor of | Significant Predictor of

Predictor Name ANTLCHEATING MORAL
BELIEFS? DISENGAGEMENT?
Religiosity - v e
SRERC v <
Academic Self-efficacy v
Personal Achievement Goals g

Parental Achievement Goals

Peers’ Cheating v
Cheating Consequences v
Exam Preparedness
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Regression analysis, rather than path analysis, was used for thié preliminary
exploration of the relationship of these eight background variables to cheating beliefs and
moral disengagement. This decision was made because it was too early in the model
building process to formn meaningful predictions of the paths that might result among these
predictors and those in the main model.

Table 7 provides a summary of the findings from the regression analyses. The
significant predictors of each dependent variable are indicated by check marks.

it was found as a result of these regression analyses that, in descending order, the
best predictors of Anti-cheating Beliefs were: Self-efficacy to Resist Peer Temptation to
Engage in Academic Cheating (SRERC), Peers’ Cheating, Cheating Consequences, Personal
Achievement Goals, and Reiligiosity. Similarly (also in descending order), the best predictors
of Moral Disengagement were: SRERC, Peers’ Cheating, Cheating Consequences,
Religiosity, Exam Preparedness, and Academic Seff-efficacy. These findings pointto a
conclusion that both situationatl (e.g., Cheating Consequences, Exam Preparedness) and
individual difference variables (e.g., SRERC) may play a role in cheating beliefs and moral
disengagement, as they do in student cheating.

Expanding the model

As stated above, the goal of the supplementary regression analyses was to provide
evidence that some or all of the eight background variables were significant predictors of Anti-
cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement. These supplementary regression analyses
provided direction for expanding the original research model to include the significant
predictors of Anti-cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement. A systematic attempt was made
to add each of the significant variabies from the regression analyses to the main research

model (Figure 6), so that new paths were added only if they increased the predicted variance.
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The model that was best fit to the data is presented in Figure 7. The correlation
matrix in Table 8 was used to perform the analysis. Analysis of this model yielded a
nonsignificant chi square statistic [X ? (17) = 32.32, p =.014], which is desirable for a mode!
that is adequately fit to the data. The ratio of the chi square to degrees of freedom was
1.90, which is within Kline’s (1998) guideline of <2.5 for smaller samples. Additionally, the
Bentler-Bonett NFI was .93 and the Bentler CFi was .97, which both exceed the
suggested range of .90 or higher (Kline, 1998). The RMSEA was .07, which is within the
.10 or lower range that Kline recommends. The residual covariances were all below .20.
Based on these criteria, the expanded model was not rejected.

Examination of the significant paths in Figure 7 suggests the main research model is
supported when the predictor variables are added. As in the original model, strong Anti-
cheating Beliefs were associated with the tendency to remain morally engaged (See Table 4,
p.94). The tendency to remain morally engaged was associated with lower levels of Self-
reported cheating. A direct link between Anti-cheating Beliefs and Self-reported Cheating was
aiso found. Stronger beliefs that cheéating is wrong were associated with lower levels of Self-
reported Cheating. Lower levels of Moral Disengagement and Self-reported Cheating were
associated with Higher levels of Guilt.

Figure 7 also suggests that among the background variables tested as part of the
expanded mode!, SRERC and Peers’ Cheating were the strongest. SRERC showed path
coefficients of -.32, -.22, and .12 for Cheating Beliefs, Moral Disengagement, and Self-
reported Cheating, respectively. Thus, students who report iow self-efficacy to resist cheating
have weaker beliefs that cheating is wrong, are less likely to remain morally engaged in
potential cheating situations, and are more likely to engage in cheating. Peers’ Cheating was

also a predictor of Anti-cheating Beliefs, Moral Disengagement, and Self-reported Cheating,
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with path coefficients of .16, .28, and .25, respectively. These findings suggest that students
who report a greater ability to resist peer temptation to cheat may have stronger beliefs that
cheating is wrong and may be more likely to remain morally engaged. Students who perceive
their classmates to engage in greater amounts of cheating have weaker beliefs that cheating is
wrong, are likely to remain morally engaged, and report having engaged in more cheating
themselves.

Figure 7 indicates that students who believe that there will be only minor
consequences for cheating had weak beliefs that cheating is wrong and were more likely to
morally disengage in potential cheating situations: Students who were more religious and who
generally felt less prepared for exams were aiso more likely to morally disengage.

Gender Issues

Although it was not the main focus of the present research, the role of gender in a
moral disengagement model of student cheating was examined as part of a second set of post
hoc analyses. For these analyses, a series of t-tests was done to examine whether the scores
of male and female students were reliably different on any of the research scales.

These analyses showed that males and females did not differ significantly on the Moral
Disengagement, Self-reported Cheating, Peers’ Cheating, Self-reported Grades, Cheating
Consequences, Guilt, Personal Achievement Goals, Academic Self-efficacy, Religiosity, and
Exam Preparedness scales. However, the t-test (t=-2.00, p=.047) for the SRERC scale
revealed that males perceive themselves to be significantly better at resisting peer pressure to
cheat. Males were significantly more likely than females to perceive that their parents heid
high academic achievement goals for them (t=2.30, p=0.02). Finally, males held significantly
stronger anti-cheating beliefs than females (t=3.12, p<.002). These gender-reiated findings

should be further addressed in future research.
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Chapter V

Discussion

Main Model

The present research is unique in the literature for three reasons. First, it sought to
examine the relationship between cheating beliefs and (self-reported) cheating behavior and to
account for the often-reported discrepancy between the two. Second, it sought to expand the
research on moral disengagement to the area of academic dishonesty. Specifically, an
attempt was made to provide evidence of the contextual nature of moral decision making.
Finally, the present research attempted to specify some of the precursors of cheating beliefs
and moral disengagement; it sought to enumerate some of the factors that might influence the
belief that cheating is wrong and the tendency to set aside moral standards that prohibit
cheating.

The main research model produced a number of meaningful findings for the cheating
literature. Among these was the finding that strong anti-cheating beliefs may increase the
likelihood that students will remain morally engaged. The tendency to remain morally engaged
was associated with a lower incidence of cheating. Students who morally disengaged were
less likely to report guilt associated with cheating, which supports the work of Bandura (1990).
Students who reported frequent cheating were less likely to experience guilt as a result of their
cheating (i.e., because they have morally disengaged). Naturally, all of these findings must be
replicated in future research.

The fact that the majority of the original research model was supported by the data is
highly significant because it provides preliminary evidence that Moral Disengagement plays a

role in students’ decisicn to cheat. It also provides evidence that Moral Disengagement may
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serve as a bridge between cheating beliefs and cheating behavior. The present research
suggests that when moral beliefs do not mirror behavior, moral disengagement, rather than
“moral schizophrenia,” may be at work.

The one path in the original model that was not supported was the one between
Self-reported Cheating and Self-reported Grades. Thus, the hypothesis stating that
greater levels of Self-reported Cheating would be associated with higher Self-reported Grades
was rejected. Further research is need to darify the relationship between cheating and
grades. Itis not entirely surprising that the path between these two variables failed to
reach significance, given the low correlation between cheating and grades (-.14) and the
inconsistent findings in the literature. For example, Bunn et al. (1992) found an inverse
relationship between academic cheating and grade point average, but Le;ning (1980) found
cheating to be unrelated to academic ability in general, except under high risk conditions, when
high ability students were less likely to cheat than low ability students.

Within the larger context of a Social Cognitive model of cheating, it is predicted that the
anticipated reward of high grades weuld potentially influence students to cheat. Yet, such a
relationship did not manifest itself in the present research. The use of self-report measures for
both personal cheating and grades may have influenced the findings pertaining the relationship
between cheating and grades. If actual grades were used in actual cheating situations, the
findings may have been different. However, the use of self-report measures was necessary in
the present research, for the reasons described above.

Regression Analyses

The regression analyses are also important in the process of building a Social

Cognitive model of moral disengagement and student cheating. They provide evidence that

both cheating beliefs and moral disengagement are influenced by situational (e.g., Exam
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Preparedness, Cheating Consequences) and individual difference (e.g.. Rc.aﬁgiOSitY. Academic
Self-efficacy) variables. itis important to note that the notion of “contextual” (i.e., situational)
variables can itself incorporate intra-individual factors, as well as those factors that are more
traditionally viewed as “situational.” Individual difference variables are able to be subsumed
under the category of “contextual” because the individual, and where s/he falls on the
continuum of various individual difference variables, must always operate within a context.
Thus, the point at which an individual lies on the continuum for a given individual difference
variable (e.g., high on Religiosity, low on Personal Achievement Goais) becomes just one
more facet of the total context within which all behavior occurs and within which all moral
decisions are made. Therefore, if the findings regarding the individual difference variables are
considered as contextual factors, it can be said the there was fairly strong evidence that both
Moral Disengagement and Cheating Beliefs are contextually influenced.

Examination of the specific findings from the regression analyses provides further
insight into the contextual nature of student cheating. It is important to note that for both
Cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement, the same three variables were the best predictors
(in descending order): Self-regulatory Efficacy to Resist Peer Temptation to Engage in
Academic Cheating, Peers’ Cheating, and Cheating Consequences. Thus, perceptions that
one is able to resist peers’ encouragements to cheat and the perceptions that other students
cheat less frequently was associated with stronger beliefs that cheating is unacceptable and
the belief that situational exonerations for cheating are aiso unacceptable. Also, the
expectation of serious consequences for cheating was associated with stronger beliefs that
cheating is unacceptable, regardiess of the situational encouragements to do so. When these
three variables (SRERC, Peers’ Cheating, and Cheating Consequences) are considered

together, it becomes clear that the classroom context is highly influential in students’ decisions
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to cheat. Their decision to cheat is mediated by their personal beliefs about cheating and the
degree to which they tend to accept moral exonerations for cheating.

Religiosity was also a significant predictor of both Cheating Beliefs and Moral
Disengagement. Itis not surprising that Religiosity was a significant predictor of Anti-cheating
Beliefs. Beliefs that cheating is wrong would seem to be a variation of the belief that “Thou
shalt not steal.” The general principle would appear to be to refrain from taking anything that is
not one’s own. it is consistent, then, that those who are more religious would be more likely to
have strong beliefs that prohibit cheating. By extension, it follows that those who are more
religious shouid be less likely to suspend their beliefs that cheating is not acceptable.

Academic self-efficacy and Exam Preparedness were significant predictors of Moral
Disengagement but not of Cheating Beliefs. Therefore, students who believed that they were
capable of receiving higher grades on their next report card and who felt that they were usually
very prepared for classroom examinations were less likely to morally disengage. However,
knowledge of a student’s level of academic self-efficacy and degree of exam preparedness did
not reliably relate to a student’s beliefs about cheating.

Similarty, Personal Achievement Goals was a significant predictor of Cheating Beliefs
but not of Moral Disengagement. Students who had higher Personal Achievement Goals were
more likely to have strong beliefs that cheating is wrong. However, having high grade
expectations for oneself did not reliably predict the degree to which students accept moral
exonerations in potential cheating situations. it might be expected that students who hold high
achievement standards for themselves would be the most likely to suspend their anti-cheating
standards because cheating may be viewed as necessary to avoid the self-censure that might
accompany poor grades. The data did not support this vie;u. Instead, the finding that high

Personal Achievement Goals were associated with strong Anti-cheating Beliefs is consistent

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Moral Disengagement 116

with the notion that students may hold high standards for themseives in more than one area.
When both moral and academic standards are high, students are less likely to engage in
cheating.

It is interesting that Academic Self-efficacy and Personal Achievement Goals did not
show similar predictive pattemns. Academic Self-efficacy was a significant predictor of Moral
Disengagement but not of Anti-cheating Beliefs, and Personal Achievement Goals was a
significant predictor of Anti-cheating Beliefs but not of Moral Disengagement. There was also
a .36 correlation between Aédemic Self-efficacy and Personal Achievement Goals. Students
with high Academic Self-efficacy would expect that they should receive high grades on the next
report card. Likewise, students with high Personai Achievement Goals would only be satisfied
if they received a high grade on the next report card. Thus, aithough one might expect these
two variables to have similar predictive pattern with regard to Moral Disengagement and
Cheating Beliefs, the findings from the present research do not support this idea. Instead, it
was found that expectations of good grades inhibit the tendency to morally disengage, but the
desire for good grades in terms of high academic standards is associated with strong anti-
cheating standards.

Overall, the regression analys'es provided additional evidence that the decision to
cheat is contextually influenced. These findings support the findings from the path analysis of
the main research model, in which context was shown to play an important role in student
cheating via Moral Disengagement.

Expanded Model

There are several important points to be made regarding the findings from the

expanded model. First, it is important point out the ways in which the expanded model aided in

the overall goal of the present research, which was to begin to assess the utility of a moral
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disengagement model of student cheating. One of the important advantages that the
expanded path model has over separate regression analyses is that such a model allows for
the simuitaneous assessment of the contribution of each of the background variables to both
Anti<cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement. In other words, each background variable is
not expected to influence Anti-cheating Beliefs in the same way as it influences Moral
Disengagement. For example, both Religiosity and Exam Preparedness were significant
predictors of Moral Disengagement but not of Anti-cheating Beliefs. The regression analyses
also were not able to incorporate the effect Anti-cheating beliefs on Moral Disengagement and
vice versa.

The second point regarding the expanded model pertains to the nonsignificant paths in
the analysis. Personal Achievement Goals failed to produce any significant paths in the
analysis even though it was found to be a significant predictor of Anti-cheating Beliefs in the
regression analysis. Similarly, Religiosity and Exam Preparedness were not significant
predictors of Anti-cheating Beliefs in the path analysis although they were significant predictors
in the regression analysis. It is difficult to hypothesize a reason for these findings since itis
very early in the model building process and the addition of the background variables was
done empirically (i.e., addition of a given variable improved the overall fit of the model to the
data) rather than theoretically. Further research will be needed to replicate the relationship of
the background variables to Anti-cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement. Itis always the
most difficult to explain “non-findings,” to explain why a relationship doesn't exist. This task is
even more difficult in a new area of research.

The third point of discussion pertains to the importance of context in model building. It
is important to note that the proposed expanded model was composed of the original model

with the addition of the selected background variables. Analysis of the expanded model
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showed that all of the relationships from the original model (i.e., with the eMon of the
relationship between Self-reported Cheating and Self-reported Crades) were maintained when
the background variables were added to the model. However, the strength of the relationship
between Anti-Cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement was decreased by the presence of
the background variables in the model; this refationship was .50 in the original model and .26
in the expanded model. The strength of the relationship between Moral Disengagement and
Self-reported Cheating was also decreased by the presence of the background variables in the
expanded model; this relationship was .60 in the original model and .43 in the expanded
model. Although these relationships ws -2 wear.cr in the presence of the background
variables, they were still fairly strong and in the expected direction. However, these findings
are reminders that it is necessary to exercise care when selecting variables for inclusion in a
path model because the presence of each variable influences the relationship among all other
variables. These findings also emphasize the muitifaceted nature of the context within which
cheating occurs, and that adequate specification of the contextual elements associated with
cheating is essential to model building.

The final point of discussion pertains to the process of constructing the expanded
model. Itis important to note that prior attempts to construct an expanded model that was
adequately fit to the data were unsuccessful until direct paths were added between each
background variable and Seff-reported Cheating. These paths were added in a similar way to
those that were previously added between the background variables and Anti-cheating Beliefs
and Moral Disengagement. Thus, a direct path between a background variable and Self-
reported Cheating was only added if it improved the fit of the model. There is already prior
evidence in the literature that each of these variables is related to cheating behavior, which is

the reason that they were selected for inclusion in the expanded model in the first place.
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However, it was surprising that only the relationship of Self-reported Cheatit"ag to SRERC and
Peers’ Cheating was significant in the expanded model. Students who had greater self-
efficacy to resist cheating and who feit that their classmates cheated infrequently were less
likely to engage in cheating. The paths between Self-reported Cheating and Religiosity,
Cheating Consequences, and Exam Preparedness were not significant in the analysis of the
expanded model.

It is hypothesized that the reason that the direct paths between these three variables
and Seif-reported Cheating were not significant in the present analysis, despite the findings in
the literature, was that the studies in the literature did not jointly consider these background
variables. Again, it is always necessary to remember that the context of the analysis itself (i.e.,
the particular variables that are chosen for inclusion) can have a strong impact on the findings,
as all variables in the analysis can influence each other. Thus, mode! building becomes an
effort to specify, as compietely as possible, the contextual factors that influence behavior.
Summary

The present research sought to extend Bandura’s (e.g., 1999, 1990) notion of Moral
Disengagement to the area of student cheating. The present research provided fairly strong
evidence of the utility of a moral disengagement model of student cheating. It also provided
evidence that Moral Disengagement mediates the relationship between students’ beliefs that
cheating is wrong and their willingness to engage in academically dishonest behavior.
Students with weak beliefs that cheating is wrong were more likely to suspend their moral
standards. Students who morally disengaged were more likely to report engaging in cheating.

Moral Disengagement was associated with lower levels of guilt. Guilt reduction was thought to

be the mechanism that allowed cheating to occur. Moral Disengagement decreased the guilt
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or self-censure that would ordinarily accompany the violation of one’s mo:ai code that prohibits
cheating.

The present research also found 5 background variables that influence Anti-Cheating
Beliefs and Morail Disengagement: Religiosity, SRERC, Peers’ Cheating, Cheating
Consequences, and Exam Preparedness. Academic Self-efficacy, Personal Achievement

Goals, and Parental Achievement Goals were not found to be significant predictors of Anti-

cheating Beliefs and/or Moral Disengagement in the expanded model.

In the present research, it was found that moral disengagement may be a key factor in
student cheating. Knowledge of the contextual factors that are more likely to motivate students
to disengage their moral standards has important educational policy implications. Awareness
of students’ motivations for morally disengaging provides educators with a formalized means of
counteracting their inclinations to disengage. For exampie, ensuring adequate proctoring of
exams and a reasonable work load are two ways in which instrnuctors could decrease the
probability that students would morally disengage. Similarly, if educators make students aware
of severe consequences for cheating and/or create an academic climate where students do not
perceive cheating to be widespread among their peers, students may also be less likely to
disengage. Evidence that Moral Disengagement plays a role in student cheating may indicate
that instructors do not have to resign themselves to the beliefs that some students just have a
“deficient moral belief system” that allows academic dishonesty. Knowledge of students’
inclination to morally disengage may assist in the control of students’ academically dishonest
behavior.

The present findings are directly applicable to classroom behavior in that they may be

used to develop training modules that would provide students with practice in identifying the
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moral disengagement stategies that are commonly used in potential cheatiﬁg situations.
Exposure to training regarding the proactive nature of the decision to morally disengage, as
well as the specific means by which an individual may morally disengage, may deter academic
dishonesty.

Goals of Futyre Research

There are two main questions that were left unanswered by the present research. The
first question pertains to whether or not these findings would generalize to other sampies of
students. The second question is related to whether the list of background variables, or the
contextual factors that influence cheating beliefs and moral disengagement, could be more
complete. Thus goals of future research become model replication and specification.

In terms of the first goal, all findings from the present research must be replicated with
other samples of students, particularly the findings of the main research model. The goal of
replication is especiaily important in this new area of inquiry.

It is necessary to replicate these findings with public school students in order to rule out
the possibility that parochial school students may have moral codes that differ in some way
from those of public school students. The fact that it was necessary to limit the present
research to parochial school students does have some potential implications for the extemal
validity of the findings. An argument could be made that parochial school students are
exposed to direct moral training. Also, the overt moral norms within parochial schools are
expected to prohibit cheating, such that the social acceptability of cheating may not be as great
in parochial schools.

These concems are potentially valid ones, and they were thoroughly considered prior
to undertaking the present research. However, the accessibility of public school students was

of equal concem. Understandably, research on student cheating is controversial in the eyes of
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many school administrators. As such, all public schools that were invited to participate in the
present research declined to do so. Their decision to decline participation was also partially
influenced by the fact that the present research simultaneously attempted to assess both
cheating and student grades (even though the decision was finally made to assess self-
reported grades, rather than actual grades). The parochial schoois that did agree to participate
were able to do so, presumably because they generally experience a greater degree of
independence in their policy making than many public schools.

it is interesting that the principal of one of the participant schools viewed participation
as part of the school's academic and religious mission. She stated to the author that, not only
was it the school’s duty to help further scientific inquiry, but it was also their duty to help those
who are in need. Thankfully, this principal viewed the author as a “graduate student in need.”

Clearty, it would be desirable to contrast the tendency to morally disengage in public
and parochial school students. Nonetheless, the decision was made in the present research to
proceed with the available sample, with the idea that this work would provide a starting point in
this new area of cheating research. _

Another aspect of replication pertains to the age of the research subjects. itis
necessary to replicate these findings with students at various age levels. For example, it would
be desirable to examine the tendency to morally disengage in younger children. Younger
students may not be as adept at attending to the contextual features of potential cheating
situations, and thus, they may be less likely to morally disengage and subsequently cheat.
However, a potential limitation of attempting to replicate these findings with younger students is
the need for a fairty high literacy level and a somewhat extended attention span, due to the
length of the questionnaire. Modifications could be made to the questionnaire in order to make

such a study possible.
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The second main goal of future research must be 6ettermodel speaﬁcahon
Specifically, it is necessary to determine whether other background variables might show
similar relationships to Anti-cheating Beliefs and Moral Disengagement. (Of course, itis also
necessary to replicate the findings regarding the background variables from the present
research.) The set of background variables included in the present research was not intended
to be exhaustive. These variables were selected based upon the relationship that they
showed to cheating in the literature, and the intention was to examine whether Moral
Disengagement played a role in this relationship. Prior to the present research, there was no
precedent for selecting the background variables that might influence cheating beliefs and the
tendency to morally disengage. Certainly, other variables could have been included in addition
to or instead of the ones that were selected.

Among the variables that could be included in future attempts to expand the model are
School Importance and Socio-academic Affiliation. School Importance would be the degree to
which students believe that it is important to participate in the academic process (e.g.,
Stemberg, 1996). Socio-academic Affiliation would be the degree to which one's close
personal friends actively participate in the academic process. [t could be hypothesized that
students who have personally adopted the belief that active participation in the academic
process is important and who have friends who actively participate in this process would be
less likely to engage in cheating (Sterberg, 1996), presumably because they would be less

likely to morally disengage (Bandura, 1999).
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Parti:
1. What is your grade in school?
_____T"grade ____8"grade
2. What is your age? lam______ yearsand months old.

e ———

3. Sex: Male Female

4. Please rate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statement:
“I am a religious person.”

____ Strongly Disagree
___Disagree
____Undecided
____Agree

—— Strongly Agree

5. 1 usually go to church:

Do not go to church
Once or Twice a Year
Once a Month

Once a Week

Every Day

6. The grades | get in most classes are:

90% or Above
80-89%
70-79%
60-69%
Below 60%

7. When | study for an exam, | usually feel that the amount of time | have spent studying is:

Much more than is necessary.
Somewhat more than is necessary.
Exactly the amount that is necessary.
Somewhat less than is necessary.
Much less than is necessary.
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8. If you cheated on a test, how likely is it that you would be caught?

—_Very Certain

Somewhat Certain

Undecided (I might get caught and [ might not.)
Somewhat Unlikely

___ Very Uniikely

9. If you were caught cheating on a test, your punishment wouid probably be:

___ Extremely Severe
___Somewhat Severe

__Moderate
—___Somewhat Mild
____Very Mild

10. Please rate how strongly you agree/disagree with the following statement:
“If | cheated on a test, | would feel guilty.”

— Strongly Agree

—Agree

____Undecided (Neither agree nor disagree)
___Disagree

___Strongly Disagree

11. If one of your peers (i.e., classmates or friends) were pressuring you to cheat on an exam or an
assignment, how strongly would you rate your ability to resist that pressure to cheat?

___ Very strong (I am certain that | could resist the pressure.)

___ Fairly strong (I couid probably resist the pressure to cheat.)
— Undecided (I might resist the pressure, or | might not.)

____ Fairly weak (I probably could not resist the pressure to cheat.)
— Very weak (I am certain that | couid NOT resist the pressure.)

12. Cheating on your school work is

— Never wrong.
___ Sometimes wrong.
____ Always wrong.
13. Please complete the following statement.

“I believe that cheating in my school work is it

Not immoral at all.
Oniy slightly immoral.
Somewhat immoral.
Very immoral.

———
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Part li:

DIRECTIONS: How often do YOU do each of the things described in the 16 phrases below? Please
answer using the following scale:

1 =Very Often
2=0ften
3 =AFew Times
4 = Hardly Ever
5 = Never
1. Not reporting a grading mistake to the teacher, which results in a higher grade.
___2. Using crib notes (includes writing on note paper, desk, hands, etc.).
3. Looking at a notebook/textbook during a test, even when told by the teacher not to do so.
4. Giving information about what was on a test to a student in a later class period.
5. Receiving information about what was on a test from a student in an earlier class period.
6. Giving answers to another student during a test.
7. Copying answers from another student during a test.
8. Getting a copy of the test before the test is even given.

9. When writing a report, copying material word for word from a reference book but not giving
the author credit.

____10. Having a family member do an assignment.

11. Having a friend do an assignment.

12. Having someone help with an assignment when the teacher specifically said to work alone.

13. Using tools such as caiculators to complete an assignment when the teacher specifically
said not to use them.

14. Doing an assignment for another student.

15. Copying an assignment from another student.

16. Handing in the same report to two different teachers, in two different school years.
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Part (i:

DIRECTIONS: How often do QTHER STUDENTS in your school do each of the things described in
the 16 phrases below? Please answer using the following scale:

Very Often
Often

A Few Times
Hardly Ever
Never

NAHWN =
LI [ ]

1. Not reporting a grading mistake to the teacher, which resuits in a higher grade.

2. Using crib notes (includes writing on note paper, desk, hands, etc.).

3. Looking at a notebook/textbook during a test, even when told by the teacher not to do so.
4. Giving information about what was on a test to a student in a Iater class period.

5. Receiving information about what was on a test from a student in an earlier class period.
6. Giving answers to another student during a test. .
7. Copying answers from another student during a test.
8. Getting a copy of the test before the test is even given.

9. When writing a report, copying material word for word from a reference book but not giving
the author credit.

___10. Having a family member do an assignment.

11. Having a friend do an assignment.

12. Having someone help with an assignment when the teacher specifically said to work alone.

13. Using tools such as calculators to complete an assignment when the teacher specifically
said not to use them.

14. Doing an assignment for another student.

15. Copying an assignment from another student.

16. Handing in the same report to two different teachers, in two different school years.
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Partiv:
DIRECTIONS: Please rate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the 32 sentences
below. Use the following scale to make your ratings.

1 = Strongly Agree

2 = Agree

3 = Neither Agree or Disagree

4 = Disagree

5 = Strongly Disagree

1. Itis all right to help your friends by allowing them to look at your paper during a test.
2. Providing your friends with answers to test questions is really just a way of doing a favor.

3. Looking at a few answers on another student’s test paper is no big deal when you consider
that other students are doing things that are even more dishonest.

4. Students found copying answers during a test shouldn't be punished if a lot of other students
are doing it too.

5. If a student has a lot of friends who cheat in school, s/he cannot be blamed for cheating too.

6. it's all right to copy a few paragraphs from a reference book when you are writing a report
because it really doesn't do any harm.

7. Teachers who don't deserve any respect should not expect student honesty.

8. if students cheat, it's mainly the teacher’s fault.

9. Itis all right to cheat in a ciass where the teacher is unfair to you.

____10. Handing in a report that your older brother or sister wrote is a good way to "teach a lesson*
to a teacher who gives too many assignments.

___11. Copying some parts of a class assignment from another student is not too serious when
compared to copying the whole assignment.

____12. A student who talks about the benefits of cheating should not be blamed if other students
actually go ahead and do it.

13. If students are not disciplined, they should not be blamed for cheating.

14. Doing your friend's homework for himvher isn't really wrong if you're doing it because s/he
doesn’t understand the wark.

15. It is all right to copy your friend's homework if the teacher assigns too much work.

16. If students are careless and leave their exam papers where other students can see them,
then it is their own fauit if someone copies from them.
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____17. ltis all right to cheat when you are in danger of failing a class.

____18. Copying a few paragraphs from a reference book for your report is OK if the author of the
book just knows how to "say things in a better way."

____19. ltis better to give a student an answer to a test question because stealing an answer from
another student is even worse.

____20. If a group of students jointly decides to copy an assignment, it is unfair to blame any (one)
student in the group for it.

21. Students should not be biamed for sharing the answers to a homework assignment
because that's just something that everyone does.

22. ltis all ight to cheat if the teacher doesn't care whether the students leam the materiat or
not.

23. Teachers who are very strict about grading should expect that students are going to cheat
in their class.

24. if a teacher leaves the room during a test, s/he is aimost asking the students to cheat.

25. If your parents get angry when you get a very iow grade, it is all right to cheat.

26. Itis not bad if you copy some answers to test questions, as long as you don't do it too often.

———

27. Compared to the other dishonest things students do, taking a quick look at your notebook
during a test is not very serious.

28. It is unfair to blame a student who had only a small part in cheating done by others.

29. Students should not be blamed for cheating if their friends pressured them to do it.

30. Copying another student's work doesn't reaily hurt anyone.

—

31. In some classes students have to cheat because teachers don't teach well.

32. Students should not be at fault for cheating if their parents expect too much from them in
school.

—
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Part V:
A. Directions: How satisfied/dissatisfied wouid YOU be with each of the following grades? Use the
scale below to make your ratings.
1 = Very Dissatisfied
2 = Somewhat Dissatisfied
3 = A Little Dissatisfied
4 = Undecided (Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied)
§ = A Little Satisfied
6 = Somewhat Satisfied
7 = Very Satisfied
1. A+
2. A
3. A
4. B+
5. B ___
6. B- ___
7. C+
8. C ___
9 C ___
10. D+ ____
1.0 ___
12. F ___
B. Directions: How satisfied/dissatisfied would YOUR PARENTS be if you recetvedggnofthe

following grades? Use the scale below to make your ratings.

1 = Very Dissatisfied

2 = Somewhat Dissatisfied

3 = A Littie Dissatisfied

4 = Undecided (Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied)
§ = A Little Satisfied

6 = Somewhat Satisfied

7 = Very Satisfied
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Part Vi:

How certain are you that you will receive each of the following grades as an overall average on your
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next report card? Use the scale below to make your ratings of certainty.

1. tam
2. lam
3. lam
4. lam
5. lam
6. lam
7. tam
8. lam
9. lam
10. tam
11. lam
12. lam

1 = Highly Certain
2 = Moderately Certain
3 = Certain
4 = Undecided (Neither certain or uncertain)
5 = Uncertain
6 = Moderately Certain
7 = Highly Uncertain
that | will receive at least an overall average of A+ on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of A on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of A- on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of B+ on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of B on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of B- on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of C+ on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of € on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of C- on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of D+ on the next report card.
that | will receive at least an overall average of D on the next report card.

that | will receive an overall average of E on the next report card.
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