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of integrity, honor pledges, and
cheating in higher education

Lanice C. Bennett*, Summer F. Odom, Gary Wingenbach and
Whitney Moody

Agricultural Leadership, Education, and Communications, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX,
United States

Introduction: Academic misconduct surged during the COVID-19 pandemic as
online learning expanded. Understanding factors influencing cheating behaviors
is critical for promoting integrity in higher education.

Methods: A correlational study was conducted with stratified random samples
of undergraduate students (N = 78) at a large U.S. university during Fall 2021.
Data were collected via an online survey using validated scales for ethical
sensitivity (ESSQ) and integrity perceptions, along with questions on honor
code adherence, unauthorized resource use, and demographics. Binary logistic
regression identified predictors of cheating in online courses.

Results: Students reported high ethical sensitivity and strong endorsement of
the honor code but low willingness to report violations. Two ESSQ domains—
preventing social bias and identifying consequences—were inversely associated
with cheating likelihood (p < .05). Belief in the honor code significantly reduced
odds of cheating (OR = 0.36, p = .03), while using unauthorized sources for
online quizzes increased odds nearly sixfold (OR = 5.92, p = .05). Peer behavior
strongly influenced cheating likelihood. No significant relationships were found
with gender or class status.

Discussion: Findings reveal a gap between students’ stated values and behaviors,
highlighting the role of peer norms and unauthorized resources in academic
dishonesty. Interventions should emphasize ethical decision-making, peer-
led mentoring, and practical applications of honor codes to foster integrity.
Implications: Universities should move beyond punitive measures toward
restorative approaches that strengthen ethical culture and address emerging
challenges such as Al-assisted cheating.
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1 Introduction

Texas A&M University has six core values (i.e., respect, excellence, leadership, loyalty,
integrity and selfless service) that unify current and former students, faculty and staff (Purpose
& Values | Texas A&M University, 2021). These core values help define the university’s culture
and create expectations for students, faculty, and staff to live through word and deed. Texas A&M
University students are introduced to the Aggie Honor Code through orientation programs,
which is required to be included in every course syllabus, and through pledges to uphold the
code to safeguard Texas A&M University’s core value of integrity. Integrity is essential to
members’ civic development. In the context of academic conduct, integrity encompasses the
other core values. Texas A&M University believes students should actively participate in
administering academic policies to uphold the university’s reputation of promoting integrity
among its members.
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Increased use of online classes and online cheating occurred
during the novel coronavirus of 2019, a.k.a., COVID-19 pandemic.
Nationwide, universities faced more academic misconduct from
increased numbers of online classes (Eaton, 2020; Jenkins et al., 2023;
Lancaster and Cotarlan, 2021). Texas A&M University was not exempt
from online cheating, experiencing a 20% increase in cheating
allegations during the fall 2020 semester (McGee, 2020). Some
students self-reported instances of academic misconduct; however, it
remains unknown if misconduct was related to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Bretag et al. (2013) defined academic integrity as “the values of
honesty, trust, fairness, respect and responsibility in learning, teaching
and research” (p. 6). Students must demonstrate integrity in their
academic and social lives. Before a student can graduate and receive a
degree, they should be assessed as having good character and
academic standing. Guerrero-Dib et al. (2020) postulated that
academic dishonesty and unethical behavior, such as cheating and
plagiarism, occur in academic settings, particularly among
undergraduate students, and that these behaviors may be carried over
into their social and professional lives.

Strong personal ethical standards typically encourage moral and
responsible behavior, but Guerrero-Dib et al. (2020) contend they can
lead to corruption in some situations, if individuals prioritize their
moral codes over established legal and ethical norms of their
organizations or society. Many corrupt practices, such as bribery/or
accepting kickbacks, favoritism, nepotism, abuse of power, misuse of
funds, bypassing standard procedures, and manipulating information
for personal gain, often go unaccounted. However, after studying data
from 40 countries, such as Australia, Brazil, and China, Orosz et al.
(2018) reported a relationship between academic dishonesty and level
of corruption. Guerrero-Dib et al. (2020) emphasized that mastering
technical, practical, and theoretical skills is not enough to succeed
after the university experience; personal integrity and ethical behavior,
which embody the core values of university ethical efforts, are also
essential. Based on the evidence, we hypothesized that self-perceived
ethical sensitivities were significantly inversely related to the likelihood
of cheating in online courses. Those with low ethical sensitivity scores
would report higher likelihood of cheating in online courses and
vice versa.

McCabe et al. (1999) noted that honor codes influenced moral
norms by making students responsible for identifying violators of such
codes in their universities. When most students ascribe moral norms,
they become responsible for protecting university values and
reputation (Schwartz, 1968), which may be interpreted as protecting
their personal values and reputations. McCabe and Pavela (2004)
noted that modified honor codes gained traction in the early 2000s as
they were found to reduce cheating in universities compared to those
that did not have such codes. Modified honor codes involve students
in the enforcement process, offering flexible sanctions with a focus on
supporting a students educational growth, rather than punishment.
Modified codes encourage students to bear the responsibility for
upholding the code for themselves and peers. Core values promote a
standard of behavior upheld by an institution. Gilman (2005) stated,
“First, codes of ethics increase the probability that people will behave
in certain ways. They do this partially by focusing on the character of
their actions and partly by focusing on sanctions for violations” (p. 8).

Tatum (2022) echoed these sentiments following a review of the
last 30 years of research on honor codes. She found that research has
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consistently shown honor codes serve a purpose as an effective tool by
educating students on expectations for academic integrity, creating
social and cultural norms, encouraging students to take personal
responsibility and consider their moral compass, and by acting as
repeated reminders to students of what is expected of them through
elements like pledges and practices. Through these codes, students
demonstrated clarity of what constituted misconduct and created peer
influence to act accordingly.

Beyond establishing expectations of responsible behavior,
universities use honor codes and pledges to discourage misbehavior
too. McCabe and Trevino (1993) suggested that by defining cheating
behavior, honor codes may lead to less academic dishonesty.
Discouraging misbehavior is reiterated by Mayo (2010), who
suggested a primary reason for honor codes is to dissuade cheating,
noting that “Honor codes explain the practices that are not tolerated
and encourage students to police themselves and their peers” (para.
2). Students understand what is expected of them and others when an
honor code, pledge, or set of values exists in academia. Texas A&M
University should be concerned about protecting and promulgating
its core values. Doing so helps students and others develop positive,
productive actions, behaviors, and values for life beyond
the university.

Texas A&M University’s student code of honor states, “An Aggie
does not lie, cheat or steal or tolerate those who do” (Student Rules |
Texas A&M University, 2021). The student honor code, or pledge, was
established to create a high code of ethics for all Texas A&M University
men and women (Purpose & Values | Texas A&M University, 2021).
As a modified honor code, Texas A&M University created an ideology
wherein Aggies (i.e., students, faculty, and staff) would never lie, cheat,
steal or tolerate those who do. Texas A&M University reflects this
idealism through its student rules, in that “For most, living under this
code will be no problem, as it asks nothing of a person that is beyond
reason. It only calls for honesty and integrity, characters that Aggies
have always exemplified” (Purpose & Values | Texas A&M University,
2021) (para. 2). As a result, Texas A&M University instituted rules for
its students, faculty, and staff; one is that Texas A&M University
instructors are required to include the honor pledge statement on their
syllabi. While the code of honor is a set of ethical standards that
should guide students in their academic pursuits, there is a system
office dedicated to educating students, faculty, and staff as well as
responding to academic misconduct and facilitating remediation
efforts when students are found to violate the honor pledge. As is
typical in modified honor codes, students make up the disciplinary
panel, determining outcomes and sanctions for peers who are brought
before the honor council by faculty, staff, or other students. Students
who fail to uphold the honor pledge face consequences ranging from
a grade reduction in the course, receiving a 0 on the assignment, being
placed on honor violation probation to even being suspended or
expelled from the university.

Although Texas A&M University adheres to its standard of
integrity, not all students upheld the honor pledge. The Director of the
Honor System Office (AHSO) overseeing potential honor code
violations noted “..from Aug. 21, 2019, to Aug. 20, 2020, his office
(AHSO) recorded 621 instances of academic misconduct. Meanwhile,
from Aug. 20, 2020, to the present (May 31, 2021), the office AHSO
recorded 1,330 cases of academic misconduct” (Henton, 2021). Ideally,
all students should adhere to an honor pledge. However, recurring
violations require Texas A&M University to question its core values,
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at least that of integrity. Zerbe and Paulhus (1987) defined Socially
Desirable Responding as the potential an individual may present
themselves in a socially positive manner based on current norms and
standards. They identified two distinct components of this theory. In
the first, self-deception, a person may unknowingly have blind spots
to their character defects, thinking more highly of themselves than
would be congruent with their behavior. In the second component,
impression management, a person may intentionally attempt to
deceive others in order to represent oneself in the most positive light.
Perceived ethical sensitivities affect views about integrity; therefore,
we hypothesized that self-perceived integrity differed (—/+) in
relationship to the likelihood of cheating in online courses. Those with
low integrity scores would report higher likelihood of cheating in
online courses.

Academic misconduct can harm a university’s reputation of
integrity; some who commit academic misconduct might continue
such behavior beyond the university. Hollman et al. (2021) found that
business students were more likely to adopt unethical behavior tactics
to get ahead in their careers after graduation. Increased misconduct
in academia could cause grave consequences in the workforce and cost
trillions of dollars. Davidson (2021) reported, “The head of the IRS
calculated that tax evasion in the U. S. may total $1 trillion a year, a
figure that is multiples higher than previous estimates from the federal
government” (para. 1). Other unethical practices endanger society.
Walker (2021) reported, “For over a month, crews worked to recover
survivors and then the dead from the collapsed Champlain Towers
South in Surfside, Florida. The 98th and final victim was identified
only 2 weeks ago” (para. 1). Some individuals’ misconduct, such as
ignoring multiple violations in building codes, contributed to the
complex collapse (Blaskey et al., 2021) (para. 9). Violating building
codes during construction is unethical, begging the question, “Does
professional misconduct originate in a collegiate environment?” In the
context of Texas A&M University, if students believe in and uphold
the student honor pledge, would they compromise their integrity by
cheating in online courses? Would they allow their peers to cheat, if
they knew, and not report them for violating the student honor pledge?

The prevalence of online classes (because of the COVID-19
pandemic) ushered in an increased wave of academic misconduct
(Henton, 2021). After conducting a systematic review of 52 articles on
cheating from 2017 to 2021, Surahman and Wang (2022) identified
three factors that contributed to cheating: (1) the individual, because
of lack of interest in learning and/or low intellectual ability, (2) the
situation, through peer pressure, academic pressure, and ease of
cheating, and (3) through sociocultural norms, where cheating was
tolerated and/or a lack of understanding of what plagiarism
constitutes. Stone (2024) explored the role of generative artificial
intelligence (AI) in students’ lives, noting ambiguity around the
permitted usage of Al differing ethical perspectives, peer pressure,
and differences in access as contribution factors students face.
Perceptions about the likelihood of being caught cheating differed
from traditional (face-to-face) settings, in part because of online
instructors’ lack of physical presence. Students believed that lack of
supervision during exams made it easy to cheat (Reedy et al., 2021).
Adzima (2020) found anonymity in online learning was positively
correlated with cheating.

Several universities experienced increased academic misconduct
resulting from increased student numbers in online classes. The
University of North Texas and Texas State University reported
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increased academic misconduct ranging from 20 to 33% (McGee,
2020). The University of Pennsylvania reported cheating investigations
grew 71% during 2019-2020 (Hobbs, 2021). McGee (2020) reported
that Texas A&M University students were found using Chegg to gain
answers in an online finance class. Chegg was an American education
technology company, popular at the time of this study, that provided
online student services, including artificial intelligence (AI) tools and
resources with a focus on personalized learning experiences. Although
Texas A&M University did not explicitly disallow students’ use of
Chegg, each course instructor may or may not have authorized it as
an allowed source for completing course quizzes, group projects,
major exams, and term papers. Therefore, due to this ambiguity based
on professors preferences, we distinguished differences between
authorized and unauthorized online sources used to complete online
quizzes, group projects, major exams, and term papers at Texas A&M
University. Authorized online resources were explicitly permitted by
professors whereas unauthorized online resources were sought by
students but not sanctioned by professors. Based on the evidence
about use of unauthorized sources, we hypothesized a direct
relationship existed between unauthorized source use and the
likelihood of cheating in online courses. Those with low unauthorized
source use would report lower likelihood of cheating in online courses.

Choice of academic major or profession are not sole indicators of
one€’s likelihood to cheat; other demographic variables help explain
one’s cheating behavior. Yu et al. (2016) found differences in students’
cheating behaviors by gender; females had fewer self-reported
incidents of academic cheating. Male students were found more likely
than females to cheat (Kobayashi and Fukushima, 2012; Peled et al,,
2013). Ghanem and Mozahem (2019) found females cheated less than
males. However, Feinberg (2009) found female students cheated with
equal frequency to males cheating. Koscielniak and Bojanowska
(2019) found significant negative correlations between GPA and
students’ cheating behaviors; cheating behaviors decreased when
students’ grade point averages increased, which were also found by
Ghanem and Mozahem (2019). Among undergraduates, younger
students were more prone to cheating than their older peers (Klein et
al., 2007; Olafson et al., 2013). Some students are enticed to cheat
because of peer pressure (Noorbehbahani et al., 2022; Sarita, 2015;
Waltzer and Dahl, 2023). Given the existence of selected academic
major, peers, class status, and demographic variables (gender, age), we
hypothesized the likelihood of cheating during online courses would
be related to selected demographic variables. Conflicting results from
previous research prohibits stating directional outcomes of the
hypothesis test.

The purpose of this study was to explore university students’
perceptions of academic integrity. The research objectives were to test
if (1) students perceived ethical sensitivity was inversely related to
their likelihood of cheating in online courses; (2) students’ perceptions
of integrity were inversely related to their likelihood of cheating; (3)
the likelihood of cheating in online courses was directly related to the
use of unauthorized sources in online quizzes, group projects, major
exams and/or term papers; (4) the likelihood of cheating in online
courses was related to selected demographics.

To evaluate these hypotheses, researchers considered the field of
ethical sensitivity. In 1984, Rest proposed four cognitive processes
involved in moral behavior: (1) a recognized quandary noting who is
involved, possible action choices, and the impact of those choices on
each person involved, (2) evaluating which of the choices is the most
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just or morally right while prioritizing key factors and synthesizing
diverse components so that a single moral choice is identified, (3)
choosing the moral choice over and above personal needs and goals
that serve other purposes, and (4) carrying out the moral action,
without wavering, through self-regulation and cognitive choice.

2 Materials and methods

This study was part of a larger project (IRB2021-1065 M). Some
of the methods are reported elsewhere (Benitez and Wingenbach,
2025; Okolo et al., 2025) but all are described fully herein. This study
was designed and occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic in fall
2021. One shortcoming in survey research is the reliance on self-
reported data, which could be biased because of the topic
(cheating behavior).

A correlational design was used to conduct this study (Sousa et
al., 2007) analyzing relationships between the variables of interest (i.e.,
students’ ethical sensitivities, likelihood to cheat, and demographics).
The population of interest (N = 5,312) was undergraduate students
enrolled at Texas A&M University—main campus during the 2021 fall
semester. Participants were randomly selected from courses with and
without ethics as a course descriptor. Ethics-based courses were
included from majors such as engineering, public health, accounting,
agriculture, and international politics. Courses without an ethics
descriptor were included from those same majors. The population
(N =5,312) was composed of students (first year to senior students)
enrolled in one of 16 ethics-based courses (n = 1,918) or in one of 25
non-ethics-based courses (n = 3,394). Thus, we created an ethics-
based sampling frame and a non-ethics-based sampling frame.
Stratified random samples (n = 100/sample type) were created using
Dillman et al’s (2009) methods to derive probability samples. We
calculated samples based on a conservative 50/50 split with a 5%
sampling error and 95% confidence level (Dillman et al., 2009). An
incentive ($5 e-gift card) was offered to participants who completed
the survey. Students redeemed the incentive by exiting the survey on
the final question when they were transferred to a third-party vendor
(Tango Card Inc.), which disassociated their responses from
the incentives.

A personalized invitation and nine reminders were sent through
Qualtrics, producing 92 responses (46% response rate), which were
reduced to 78 because of partial or incomplete data (i.e., some students
opted out of sensitive questions about cheating). Only those
completing 50% or more of the questions were included in the data.
The final response rate was ~39%. Due to limited response, the results
may not be generalizable to other populations.

Given the sensitivity of the topic and potential that students who
cheated may not be as likely to self-report, even with an anonymous
instrument, we used Lindner and Wingenbach’s (2002) method of
comparing early to late respondents to determine if nonresponse error
affected the data set. Respondents were defined using waves of email
reminders. All responses before September 27, 2021, were coded as
early (responses from the invitation and first email reminder). Those
received on September 27, 2021, or after were coded as late (second
through ninth email reminders). Independent samples ¢-tests were
used to test nonresponse error. We compared summed Ethical
Sensitivity scores for early (n=57) vs. late (n =15) respondents,
finding no significant differences (early: M = 92.56, SD = 10.86; late:
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M =92.27, SD = 8.83), t(70) = —0.89, p = 0.37. Respondents’ Ethical
Sensitivity scores were not affected by respondent type. As such, the
results are indicative of nonrespondents and consequently are
representative of the target population.

Data were collected using the Core Values research instrument,
created from modified versions of the Ethical Sensitivity Scale
Questionnaire (ESSQ) (Tirri and Nokelainen, 2007) and integrity
questions developed by the researchers. Content and face validity were
established through a panel of experts (non-study related university
faculty) and a pilot study with 15 students who were not in the
research samples. Respondents averaged about 8 min to complete the
research instrument. All instrument sections employed attitudinal
scales (disagree to agree) or forced response (Yes/No) sets.

Litzén et al. (1995) defined ethical sensitivities as a moral
sensitivity to recognizing a moral conflict, having contextual and
intuitive understanding of the vulnerabilities related to the
situation, and having insight into ethical consequences of how
actions affect others. For the present study, ethical sensitivities
were measured using the ESSQ (Tirri and Nokelainen, 2007),
which was based on Narvaez (2001) operationalization of ethical
sensitivity across seven dimensions. Those dimensions measure
ethical concepts as: (1) reading and expressing emotions, (2) taking
the perspectives of others, (3) caring by connecting to others, (4)
working with interpersonal and group differences, (5) preventing
social bias, (6) generating interpretations and options, and (7)
identifying the consequences of actions and options. Each
dimension had four statements (28 statements total) that were
measured with five-point scales (1 = totally disagree, 2 = disagree,
3 = unsure, 4 =agree, 5 =totally agree). The scale replicates
previous studies (Tirri and Nokelainen, 2007; Schutte et al., 2017)
to preserve its authenticity in measuring ethical sensitivities as
value or moral issue statements.

Our reliability analysis confirmed the previous works of Tirri and
Nokelainen (2007) and Schutte et al. (2017). Respondents’ scores were
summed for each ESSQ dimension and for the total scale. Some ESSQ
items were reverse-coded before they were summed. Cronbach’s alpha
coeflicient was used to determine subscale reliabilities (Taber, 2018).
Post-hoc reliability tests revealed acceptable (Taber, 2018) Cronbach’s
coeflicient alphas (as = 0.49-0.69) for ESSQ dimensions, which was
consistent with previous studies (xs = 0.40-0.78) (Schutte et al., 2014;
Tirri and Nokelainen, 2007). As noted elsewhere, alpha values are
affected by dimensionality of the scale (Tirri and Nokelainen, 2007;
Schutte et al., 2014; Helms et al., 2006) and limited number of items
per subscale (Ary et al., 2010).

Students’ integrity was captured by asking students about their
perspectives of the Student Code of Honor, specifically concerning the
core value of integrity. We asked respondents how much they valued
the honor pledge (Scale of 0-10, with “0 = no value” and “10 = full
value”); and, how likely they were to report yourself or others for
violating the honor pledge. Next, we asked them how much do Texas
A&M University faculty respect the honor pledge and how likely
would they enforce it in their classes. We also asked about the
likelihood (self and others) of using unauthorized sources that
constituted cheating in online and face-to-face courses at Texas A&M
University. Nine demographic questions (gender, year in school,
college, race/ethnicity, political views, religious views, religiosity,
socio-economic status, and estimated GPA) were developed based on
others’ research (Stankovska et al., 2019; Jantos, 2021; Tasgin, 2018)
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that showed demographics were related to perceptions of ethical
sensitivities and likelihood or motivations to cheat.

Data were collected online (Qualtrics), beginning on September 20,
2021, and concluding on October 22, 2021. Personalized pre-notice emails

TABLE 1 Respondent characteristics (N = 78).

10.3389/feduc.2025.1709760

were sent to all potential respondents 3 days before the study invitation
was released.

Respondents (N = 78) were characterized as females (55%), white
or Caucasian (56%), juniors or seniors (68%), who were studying

Variables Categories f %
Gender Female 43 55.1
Male 29 37.2
Missing (or Another) 6 7.7
Class Upperclassmen® 53 67.9
Underclassmen® 20 25.6
Missing 5 6.4
Colleges/Schools Business/Engineering 30 38.5
Agriculture 16 20.5
Liberal Arts/Sciences 14 17.9
Missing (or Another®) 18 23.1
Race/Ethnicity White or Caucasian 44 56.4
Hispanic 13 16.7
Asian 12 154
Missing (or Another?) 9 115
Political Spectrum® Conservative 32 41.0
Liberal 26 33.3
Moderate 15 19.2
Missing 5 6.4
Religious Affiliation Christian 53 67.9
Atheist/ Agnostic 13 16.7
Another" 7 9.0
Missing 5 6.4
Religiosity® More than Average (+Very) 26 33.3
Less than Average 22 282
Average 15 19.2
Not at all 10 12.8
Missing 5 6.4
SES Middle 46 59.0
High 15 19.2
Low 8 10.3
Missing 9 11.5
Estimated GPA" 3.50-4.00 32 41.0
3.00-3.49 19 24.4
2.50-2.99 11 14.1
2.00-2.49 5 6.4
Missing 11 14.1

“Freshman and sophomores.

“Junior, senior, and another undergraduate (i.e., 5th year).

Health sciences, education, and others (e.g., law, medicine).

9Black or African American.

“Political spectrums ranged from somewhat to very conservative/liberal.
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam.

¢Religiosity ranged from less to more to very religious.

"No established GPA to 4.00.
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engineering or business (38%). Respondents self-reported as coming
from middle income (59%), conservative (41%), Christian (68%)
households with more than average to very religious beliefs (33%).
Respondents estimated their grade point average (GPA) of 3.5 to 4.0,
indicating an A average (41%) (Table 1).

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics to check for
outliers, normality, skewness and other basic outputs (Ott and
Longnecker, 2015) for respondents’ demographics (Fraenkel et
al., 2012). Inferential statistics were used to analyze and report
data for higher order analysis. Assumptions were evaluated
including normality of residuals, homoscedasticity, and
multicollinearity. No concerns were noted. The Durbin-Watson
test was within normal range (1.5-2.5), thereby indicating no
issues with autocorrelation. All statistical tests were conducted
with a priori alpha level of 0.05.

Binary logistic regression (Equation 1) was used to determine
statistically significant predictor variables, and the proportion of
variability explained in the regression model (Ott and Longnecker,
2015). The student’s likelihood to cheat (yes/no) in online courses
during COVID served as the dependent variable. The predictor
variables were: (1) likelihood friends cheated (yes/no), (2) honor
code values (self and others), (3) report code violations (self and
others), (4) faculty views” of honor code (respect and enforce), (5)
ESSQ (7 Domains), (6) gender (M/F), (7) class (under/
upperclassmen), and (8) use of unauthorized sources to complete
graded activities (online quizzes, group projects, major exams, and
term papers). The binary logistic regression equation was stated as:

In[p/(1-p)|=a+byX; +bsaXaq +bopXap

+b3aX34 +b3pXsp +bgaXga +bgpXap +b5.X5,

+b5pXsp + b5 Xsc +bsgXsq +bseXse +bseXsg

+bsgXsg +bgXg +b7X7 +bga Xga +bgpXgp +bgcXsgc +bgaXsd

where:

p = Probability of the binary outcome (yes or no), a = Constant,
b1X1 = Likelihood friends cheatedFriendsCheat, b2aX2a = Honor
b2bX2b = Honor
valueHonorOthers, b3aX3a = Report self violationsReportSelf,
b3bX3b = Report others, violationsReportOthers, b4aX4a = Faculty
respect the codeFacultyRepect, b4bX4b = Faculty enforced the
codeFacultyEnforce, b5aX5a = ESSQDom1, b5bX5b = ESSQDom2,
b5cX5¢ = ESSQDom3, b5dX5d = ESSQDom4, b5eX5e = ESSQDom5,
b5£X5f = ESSQDomé6, b5gX5g = ESSQDom?7, b6X6 = StudentGender,
b7X7 = StudentClass, b8aX8a = SourceQuiz, b8bX8b = SourceProject,
b8cX8c¢ = SourceExam, b8dX8d = SourcePaper.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) showed an excellent fit of
the model based on X?=2.30, GFI=0.97, CFI=0.96, and
RMSEA = 0.05. Respondents were informed repeatedly that they
could skip any questions that made them uncomfortable.

code self valueHonorSelf, code others

5 Results
3.1 Perceptions of ethical sensitivities
Objective 1 was to test if students perceived ethical sensitivity,

measured by Tirri and Nokelainen’s (2007) ESSQ domains, was
inversely related to their likelihood of cheating in online courses.
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Respondents rated their disagreement or agreement with four
statements in each of the seven domains (Table 2). In response to
stating one’s needs to others, students disagreed they would tell
others when they were offended by them (M = 2.85, SD = 1.18)
or to take others’ positions when confronted with conflict
(M =3.09, SD = 1.08). Alternatively, students agreed with being
concerned about others (M = 4.51, SD = 0.70), that it is good that
their friends think in separate ways (M = 4.35, SD = 0.78), and
that they maintain good personal relationships in conflict
situations (M = 4.31, SD = 0.63). Of the 28 ESSQ statements, 24
were scored at or above 3.50, suggesting respondents perceived
themselves as having ethical sensitivity, according to Tirri and
Nokelainen’s (2007) ESSQ (Table 2).

3.1.1 Relationships between ethical sensitivities
and the likelihood to cheat in online courses

Significant inverse associations existed between ESSQ
domains (ESSQ5: ethical sensitivity toward preventing social
bias, rpb = —0.270, p = 0.040), (ESSQ7: ethical sensitivity toward
identifying the consequences of actions and options,
rpb = —0.292, p = 0.026) and likelihood of cheating in online
courses (Table 3).

Based on the evidence (Table 3), we rejected the null
hypothesis and partially accepted the alternative as true. The
evidence suggested that two ESSQ domains were significantly
inversely related to the likelihood of cheating in online courses.
Those with low ethical sensitivity scores had a significantly
higher likelihood of cheating in online courses. However, the
correlation for ESSQ5 was moderate at —0.27 and ESSQ7 at
—0.29, suggesting a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988) in both.

3.2 Perceptions of integrity and
likelihood to cheat in online or in-person
courses

Objective 2 was to test if students’ perceptions (i.e., views of
integrity in online and/or face-to-face courses) were inversely
related to their likelihood of cheating. Overall, they reported that
they upheld and promoted the student honor pledge, which is to
not lie, cheat, or steal (M = 8.79, SD = 1.51), or tolerate others
who do (M =7.06, SD = 2.63) (Table 4). On the contrary, they
were unwilling to report themselves (M = 4.36, SD = 3.56) or
others (M =4.76, SD = 3.20) for violating the student honor
pledge; hence, their behavior was incongruent with their beliefs.
They perceived that faculty respected the honor pledge (M = 8.46,
SD =1.90) and would enforce it (M =8.69, SD=1.70) in
their courses.

3.2.1 Relationships between perceptions of
integrity and the likelihood to cheat

Significant associations (positive and negative) existed (Table 5),
revealing likely predictor variables such as friends’ likelihood of
cheating in online courses during COVID-19 (¢ = 0.386, p = 0.006);
respondent’s belief in the honor pledge (rpb = —0.369, p = 0.004).

Based on the evidence (Table 5), we rejected the null hypothesis
and accepted the alternative as true. The evidence suggested that
perceptions of integrity were significantly inversely related to the
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics for ESSQ domains and statements.

Domains Statements n M2 SD
Reading and expressing emotions I can identify other persons’ feelings in conflict situations. 77 4.19 0.71
T express my feelings to others. 78 3.24 1.14
I notice when someone is offended by me. 78 3.99 0.83
T tell others when I am offended or hurt because of them. 78 2.86 1.19
Taking the perspectives of others Tam concerned about the wellbeing of others. 77 4.55 0.64
1 take care of others’ wellbeing and try to improve it. 78 4.18 0.70
I take action to maintain good personal relationships in conflict situations. 78 4.32 0.63
Thave good contact with others in work settings. 78 4.22 0.57
Caring by connecting to others I cooperate with others who do not share my opinions about right and wrong. 77 4.12 0.74
I tolerate different ethical views in my life. 78 4.01 0.89
I think it's good that my friends think in different ways. 78 436 0.79
1 get along with those who do not agree with me. 78 3.90 0.83
Working with interpersonal and group differences 1 consider others’ views before making important decisions in my life. 77 4.09 0.78
1 take others’ positions when confronted by conflict. 78 3.09 1.08
I consider the impact of my decisions on others when working on ethical 78 4.19 0.68
problems.
I consider others’ needs, even in situations concerning my benefits. 78 4.13 0.80
Preventing social bias I recognize my biases when taking a stand on ethical issues. 77 4.13 0.83
I realize my prejudices when assessing ethical issues. 78 3.96 0.65
I control my prejudices when making ethical evaluations. 78 3.94 0.83
I take positions outside my social status when resolving ethical problems. 78 3.72 0.94
Generating interpretations and options I consider the consequences of my actions when making moral decisions. 77 4.34 0.68
1 think about alternatives when deciding on the best solutions to ethically 78 4.17 0.67
problematic situations.
I create alternative ways to act when facing ethical problems. 78 3.87 0.81
I believe there are several correct solutions to ethical problems. 78 4.15 0.74
Identifying the consequences of actions and options | I notice ethical issues in human interactions. 77 4.29 0.72
I see a lot of ethical problems around me. 78 3.63 1.20
Tam aware of ethical issues facing me at school. 78 3.74 1.00
Tam better than others at recognizing new ethical problems. 78 3.17 0.97

“Scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unsure (not used in analyses), 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree.

TABLE 3 Correlations between the likelihood of cheating in online courses (DV) and ESSQ domains (IVs).

Independent variables (IVs) Likelihood student cheated online @ (DV)
P
ESSQ1: read and express emotions (sum)® 58 —0.104 0.439
ESSQ2: take others’ perspectives (sum)® 58 —0.074 0.580
ESSQ3: care by connecting to others (sum)® 58 —0.105 0.434
ESSQ4: work with interpersonal/group diff. (sum)® 58 —0.019 0.886
ESSQ5: prevent social bias (sum)® 58 —0.270* 0.040
ESSQ6: generate interpretations/options (sum)® 58 —0.251 0.057
ESSQ7: identify conseq. of actions/options (sum)® 58 —0.292* 0.026

“Dichotomous (Yes/No) relationships were reported as Phi coefficients.
Continuous (ESSQ ranged from 8 and 20) relationships reported as point-biserial coefficients.
*

p<0.05.

Frontiers in Education 07 frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1709760
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Bennett et al.

TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics for measures of integrity.

10.3389/feduc.2025.1709760

Statements n Min Max M SD
An Aggie (me, personally) does not lie, cheat 78 3 10 8.79 L1
or steal®

or tolerate those (other students) who do® 78 1 10 7.06 2.63
Likelihood to self-report violation of the honor 78 0 10 4.36 356
code®

Likelihood to report others for violating the 78 0 10 4.76 320
honor code®

Faculty respect the honor code® 78 2 10 8.46 1.90
Faculty enforces the honor code in their 78 3 10 8.69 170
classes®

“Scale: 0 = No value...10 = Full value.
"Scale: 0 = Not at all likely...10 = Extremely likely.

TABLE 5 Correlations between the likelihood of cheating in online courses (DV) and perceptions of integrity (IVs).

Independent variables (IVs)

Likelihood student cheated online @ (DV)

¢ Fob
Likelihood FRIENDS cheated online * 51 0.386%* 0.006
An Aggie does not cheat (honor code)" 58 —0.369%* 0.004
Tolerate other students cheating (honor code)" 58 —0.209 0.115
Self-report honor code violations® 58 0.046 0.724
Report others” honor code violations® 58 0.078 0.555
Faculty respect the honor code* 58 —0.205 0.123
Faculty enforce the honor code* 58 —0.126 0.345

“Dichotomous (Yes/No) relationships were reported as Phi coefficients.

"Nominal (Yes/No) and continuous (honor code values ranged from 1 and 10) relationships reported as point-biserial coefficients.

#p <0.05, #¥p < 0.01.

likelihood of cheating in online courses. Those who had high
perceptions of the student honor pledge had significantly less
likelihood of cheating in online courses. However, perceptions of their
peers cheating were significantly positive associated with the
likelihood of cheating in online courses.

3.3 Use of unauthorized sources and
likelihood to cheat

Objective 3 was to test if students’ use of unauthorized sources
(e.g., Chegg) to complete online quizzes, group projects, major exams,
and term papers was directly related to their likelihood of cheating.
They reported (Table 6) being highly unlikely (M = 1.53, SD = 1.89) to
cheat in online courses during COVID-19, and even less likely to use
unauthorized sources in face-to-face class assignments (M = 0.73,
SD = 1.50). However, respondents reported greater likelihoods that
their friends cheated in online courses during COVID-19 (M = 4.43,
SD =3.07) and used unauthorized sources for face-to-face class
assignments (M = 1.59, SD = 2.22). The highest reported likelihood of
using unauthorized sources for face-to-face course assignments was for
group projects (M = 1.43, SD = 2.10), although it was considered a
highly unlikely outcome.

Frontiers in Education

3.3.1 Relationships between unauthorized source
use and the likelihood to cheat

Significant positive associations existed (Table 7), revealing likely
predictor variables such as using unauthorized sources during COVID-19
for online quizzes (¢ =0.540, p <0.001), major exams (¢ =0.342,
p=0.011), and term papers (¢ = 0.383, p = 0.004).

Based on the evidence (Table 7), we rejected the null hypothesis and
accepted the alternative as true. The evidence suggested using
unauthorized sources may have promoted cheating behaviors when
completing graded assignments for online quizzes, major exams, and
term papers.

3.4 Relationships between the likelihood to
cheat in online courses and demographics

To answer Objective 3, we analyzed bivariate correlations between
the likelihood of cheating in online courses during COVID-19 (Yes/
No) and selected demographic variables (Table 8). No significant
associations were found between the likelihood of cheating in online
courses and gender or class.

Based on the evidence (Table 8), we failed to reject the null
hypotheses. The evidence failed to suggest significant relationships
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TABLE 6 Descriptive statistics for using unauthorized sources.

Statements n Min Max M SD
Likelihood you cheated in online courses during COVID-19* 58 0 7 1.53 1.89
You used unauthorized sources for an online quiz 62 0 8 1.34 2.01
You used unauthorized sources for a group project 63 0 6 0.62 1.31
You used unauthorized sources for a major exam 62 0 3 0.45 0.82
You used unauthorized sources for a term paper 63 0 4 0.33 0.90
Likelihood your friends cheated in online courses COVID-19* 58 0 10 443 3.07
Your friends used unauthorized sources for an online quiz 61 0 10 3.84 3.05
Your friends unauthorized sources for a group project 60 0 10 2.10 2.79
Your friends unauthorized sources for a major exam 61 0 10 2.70 2.81
Your friends unauthorized sources for a term paper 61 0 7 1.51 2.11

Aside from COVID-19 or regular online courses, what is the likelihood you would use unauthorized sources for these face-to-face class assignments?*

Pop quiz 71 0 7 0.73 1.50
Group project 70 0 7 0.89 1.66
Major exam 70 0 7 0.50 1.36
Term paper 70 0 6 0.41 1.10

Aside from COVID-19 or regular online courses, what is the likelihood your friends would use unauthorized sources for these face-to-face

class assignments?*

Pop quiz 68 0 7 1.59 222
Group project 69 0 8 1.43 2.10
Major exam 70 0 8 1.20 2.01
Term paper 69 0 8 1.23 1.99

“Scale: 0 = Not at all likely...10 = Extremely likely.

TABLE 7 Correlations between the likelihood of cheating in online courses (DV) and unauthorized source use (IVs).

Independent variables (IVs) Likelihood student cheated online @ (DV)
¢ p

Used unauthorized sources: Online quiz® 56 0.540°%* <0.001

Used unauthorized sources: Group project® 57 0.248 0.061

Used unauthorized sources: Major exam® 56 0.342°%% 0.011

Used unauthorized sources: Term paper® 57 0.383%* 0.004

“Dichotomous (Yes/No) relationships were reported as Phi coefficients.
#p <0.05, *¥p < 0.01.

TABLE 8 Correlations between the likelihood of cheating in online courses (DV) and selected demographic variables (IVs).

Independent variables (IVs) Likelihood student cheated online @ (DV)
¢ p
Female® 54 —0.020 0.884
Male* 54 0.020 0.886
Underclassmen® 54 0.074 0.589
Upperclassmen® 54 —0.074 0.589

“Dichotomous (Yes/No) relationships were reported as Phi coefficients.
#p < 0.05.

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1709760
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Bennett et al.

existed between the likelihood of cheating in online courses and
selected demographic variables.

3.5 Regression analysis of the likelihood of
cheating in online courses

From results of the bivariate analyses, we modified the regression
equation (Equation 2) to include only statistically significant
independent variables that may affect students’ likelihood of
cheating in online courses during COVID-19. The modified
equation was:

ln[p / (1 - p):l =a+ leI + bZaXZa + bSeXSe
+b5gX5g +bgaXsga +bgcXsgc +bgaXsd

where:

p = Probability of the binary outcome (yes or no), a = Constant,
b, X, = Likelihood friends cheatedp,iendscheass D22X20 = Honor code self
valueyonorsets DseXse = ESSQpomss ngXSg = ESSQpomy» Ds.Xsa = Sourcequis
b Xse = SoUrcegyum, bsaXsa = SOUICepyper.

A logistic regression was performed to ascertain the effects of
predictor variables (likelihood friends cheated, student values the
honor pledge, ethical domains—preventing social bias and identifying
the consequences of actions and options—and, using unauthorized
sources for online class assignments—quizzes, major exams, and term
papers) on the dependent variable (student’s likelihood to cheat in
online courses during COVID-19). The logistic regression model was
statistically significant, x> (7, 50) =33.61, p <0.001. The model
explained 66% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in student’s likelihood

10.3389/feduc.2025.1709760

to cheat in online courses during COVID-19 and correctly classified
84% of cases.

A student’s belief in the honor pledge (Table 9) was statistically
significant (B = —1.01, Wald = 4.91, p = 0.03, Exp (B) = 0.36, 95% CI
[0.15, 0.89]), indicating the more a student believed in the tenets of
the pledge, the lower were his/her odds of cheating. Students were 0.36
times less likely to cheat in online courses during COVID-19 if their
self-perceived value of the student honor pledge was positive.
However, they were 5.92 times more likely to use an unauthorized
source to cheat during online quizzes (B = 1.78, Wald = 3.71, p = 0.05,
Exp(B) = 5.92, 95% CI [0.97, 36.16]), which may have offset or negated
entirely the positive effects of believing in and valuing the student
honor pledge. The Nagelkerke R2 revealed a strong model fit (0.66),
while the Hosmer and Lemeshow Test (y* (8) =2.71, p=0.95)
indicated a good model fit (i.e., non-significant p-value indicates the
model fit the data well).

4 Discussion

We investigated students perceived ethical sensitivities. We found
Texas A&M University’s students had high levels of ethical sensitivity,
as evidenced by agreement with most ESSQ statements. This is an
encouraging outcome because it indicates students were at least aware
of ethical considerations and they valued ethical behavior. Students
expressed less sensitivity in expressing discomfort when offended and
taking others’ perspectives in conflict situations. These findings may
indicate a need for interventions focusing on assertiveness and
empathy in interpersonal interactions. Future studies should compare
ethical sensitivity scores between students in ethics-based and

TABLE 9 Logistic regression analysis of the likelihood of cheating in online courses.

Source 95% C.I.
EXP(B)

Lower Upper

Constant 7.22 4.48 2.60 1 0.11 1,363.51

Independent variables?

Likelihood friends 3.24 1.82 3.16 1 0.08 25.61 0.72 912.80

cheated

Student values —-1.01 0.46 4.91% 1 0.03 0.36 0.15 0.89

honor code

Ethics: prevent 0.11 0.23 0.21 1 0.64 1.11 0.71 1.73

social bias

Ethics: ID conseq. -0.22 0.17 1.66 1 0.20 0.80 0.57 112

of actions

You cheat— 1.78 0.92 3.71% 1 0.05 5.92 0.97 36.16

Online quiz

You cheat—Major —-0.86 1.28 0.45 1 0.50 0.42 0.03 5.18

exam

You cheat—Term 21.61 11,840.73 0.00 1 0.99 2,437,445,069.28 0.00

paper

“Variable(s) entered on step 1: Likelihood friends cheated during COVID (yes/no); Student values the honor code; ESSQ5%; ESSQ7Z; Used cheating source for online quiz; Used cheating

source for major exam; Used cheating source for term paper.
*p <0.05.
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non-ethics-based courses to see if such courses influence students’
ethical awareness and/or attitudes.

We examined students’ perceptions of integrity and their
likelihood to cheat during online and/or in-person courses. We found
significant discrepancies between self-reported high values of Texas
A&M University’s honor pledge, which contradicted their willingness
to self-report violations of the honor pledge. Respondents espoused
values about ethical sensitivities were incongruent (Stephens, 2017)
with their behaviors. We need to further explore students’ reluctance
to report honor pledge violations. Social norms and peer pressure
influence students’ cheating behaviors. If cheating is an acceptable
behavior within one€’s social circle, it is more likely an honest student
will engage in such behavior too.

Participating in online only classes during the COVID-19 pandemic
may have “normalized” or ameliorated (Stephens, 2017) students’ feelings,
attitudes, and behaviors about cheating and its relationship to academic
dishonesty. Perhaps the pandemic changed some students’ ethical views
about cheating and personal guilt associated with it. Shu et al. (2011)
posited that people routinely commit dishonest acts without feeling guilty
because they were morally disengaged in the act of cheating, accomplished
by forgetting moral rules of honest behavior. Thus, some students justified
their dishonest deeds vis-a-vis moral disengagement, which is to say they
“mentally” closed the gap between ethical standards (morals) and
dishonest behaviors, yet the dissonance remains. Helping students resolve
it requires educators to creatively address cheating behavior without
prompting students’ feelings of shame or guilt; this might be addressed by
deploying mechanisms of moral engagement (Stephens, 2017). Shu et al.
(20115 as cited in Stephens, 2017) found they could reduce moral
disengagement and cheating behavior, in situ, by having participants read
and sign an honor pledge. Hence, a simple reminder about honesty,
personal responsibilities to not cheat, and moral integrity to uphold social
norms can help students rekindle (i.e., moral engagement) innate desires
to displace dissonance with consonance.

We sought to determine if relationships existed between ethical
sensitivities, perceptions of integrity and the likelihood to cheat and/or
select demographics. Although no demographic variables significantly
predicted cheating, multiple relationships were shown to exist between
likelihood to cheat and predictors of cheating. Additionally, a
considerable amount of variance for explaining the predictors of cheating
were found in the model. Students who demonstrated ethical sensitivities
toward social bias, or prejudice, and identifying consequences to actions
and options were correlated with cheating outcomes. Students who
indicated friends had cheated online were also significantly related to
predicting the likelihood of their own cheating. Not surprisingly, a
students self-perceived integrity about the honor pledge was significantly
and inversely related, lessening the odds of cheating if the honor pledge
was valued positively. The significant finding of using unauthorized
sources to engage in cheating behavior during online quizzes is
concerning. Our findings support earlier works (Adzima, 2020; McGee,
2020), which showed cheating behavior differed in online vs. in-person
courses because online courses included anonymity, lack of instructor
presence, and wuse of unauthorized sources in low-stakes
cheating behavior.

Intuitively, our results highlight the importance of discussions about
ethical behavior among university students. Universities have critical
roles in the developmental nexus between adolescence and young
adulthood. The university’s orientation program is often a students first
awareness of the expectations of academic conduct. These initial
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discussions could be key moments for conversations about integrity; the
student honor pledge and the role that peer pressure plays in making
ethical decisions should be emphasized during orientation. Furthermore,
educators can do more than include the university’s mandatory honor
pledge on their syllabi; they can be active promoters of the honor pledge
by engaging students in discussion of real-world examples of dishonesty
and unethical behavior (Guerrero-Dib et al., 2020; Orosz et al., 2018).
Research on integrity and honor pledges (social codes) beyond the
classroom may help students examine and refine their moral compasses.

Two of seven dimensions (i.e., skill sets) of ethical sensitivity,
“preventing social bias” and “identifying consequences of actions and
options,” were identified as significant predictors of cheating behaviors.
Preventing social bias is described as the extent to which an individual
recognizes, understands, identifies, controls, and actively counters their
biases when addressing ethical problems (Schutte et al., 2017; Schutte et
al., 2014). Identifying consequences of actions and options describes the
extent to which an individual recognizes ethical issues around them.
Students who recognized and controlled their social bias and could
recognize ethical issues were less likely to cheat. Not all students
recognized cheating as an ethical issue, in present or future settings.
Some students need help in understanding that cheating is contradictory
behavior to building and maintaining one’s ethical status, integrity, moral
character, and agreement to uphold the social contracts upon which
peaceable communities exist (Schutte et al, 2017). Identifying
consequences of actions and options is inherently based on
understanding relationships between events and their consequences,
positive or negative, in short- and long-term situations. In other words,
behavioral actions such as cheating in academia could result in a failed
exam or class today but might be associated with breaking laws and anti-
social behavior in the future. Educators and universities can instill
positive decision-making skills that extend short-term outcomes to long-
term consequences through predictive analyses of personal choices (e.g.,
spending vs. saving money; use vs. misuse of alcohol/tobacco). Given
structured practice through role-played ethical problems, students’
identification of consequences was positively associated with higher
quality forecasts of the outcomes and more ethical decisions (Shu et
al., 2011).

There were some limitations to this study such as reduced
generalizability, self-reported data, and the cross-sectional design. While
we randomly selected participants, respondents were all from Texas
A&M University, which limits our ability to generalize the results to
other universities or student populations. We relied on self-reported
data. Cheating is a sensitive topic; therefore, it is possible that social
desirability bias affected the outcome. Students may have answered
questions according to how they believed they should act, not necessarily
how they do act. The cross-sectional design limits our ability to draw
causal inferences. Longitudinal research to examine long-term impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic and other factors influencing academic
integrity are needed.

4.1 Limitations

Constraints impacted on the current study, starting with the small
sample size. While a larger population was identified at the university,
the study was divided into three smaller, related studies, resulting in a
smaller sample for this component of the study. The final response rate
was ~39%, possibly due to the sensitive nature of the questions, and
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due to limited response, the results may not be generalizable to other
populations. We are not sure why students did not perceive the topic
important enough to respond or if the incentive was too low to
compensate for their time. More study solely on the topic itself and/
or the level of incentive offered is needed. Further, few scales in the
ESSQ demonstrated noteworthy effect size. As such, while statistical
significance was found at points in the study, the practical application
of the ESSQ predicting likelihood of misconduct may not be present.
Replicating the study with a larger sample size would help better
support the results of this study including whether or not a practical
effect size exists.

An additional consideration that may impact a study such as this
is the effect of Socially Desirable Responding, as Zerbe and Paulhus
(1987) noted that this incongruent behavior in some can distort
research results. Researchers suggested using Socially Desirable
Responding as an additional variable of interest rather than presuming
error, including assessment questions that evaluate this effect. Adding
methods for capturing this effect could strengthen this study by
explaining the role this effect plays on research of such a
sensitive nature.

4.2 Implications

Based on the results, we recommend Texas A&M University engage
students in practical applications of upholding the honor pledge through
ethical decision-making workshops focused on the core values.
Workshops could include increasing students’ awareness of the honor
pledge and clarifying how to report honor pledge violations. However,
ethical decision-making workshops alone are not enough to inculcate a
culture of integrity for all. We believe a culture of integrity at Texas A&M
University should not focus on punishing cheaters but rather include
interventions that encourage ethical decision-making and emphasize the
value of learning, that in a sense, promotes restorative justice (Ellis and
Murdoch, 2024) to help students move past their academic misconduct.
Interventions should involve student-led initiatives and peer-to-peer
mentoring because peers significantly influenced students’ likelihood
to cheat.

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted a shift to more online learning
formats, which may have influenced students’ cheating behaviors. There
is a possibility the online environment created a perception that cheating
was easier and less likely to be detected. Further, students were under
increased stress during the pandemic, which could have contributed to
cheating behavior. Future research on this topic could explore long-term
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on academic integrity, using
experimental designs to investigate the impact of different interventions
to reduce cheating as well as qualitative research to explore students’
perspectives on cheating and honor pledges. Studies could be completed
to examine relationships between ethical sensitivity and professional
misconduct to empirically validate the importance of ethical behavior in
college. Additionally, as this study was limited to one institution, further
research could include comparative studies to examine academic
integrity across different universities and student populations.

Returning to Surahman and Wang’s (2022) systematic review of
cheating, they noted a gap in the research from 2017 to 2021 that appears
to have arrived in the present day, the role of generative Al in cheating.
While we have seen the use of positive Al, such as plagiarism detection
tools, like TurnlItIn, take on more prominence in the academic setting,

Frontiers in Education

12

10.3389/feduc.2025.1709760

the researchers encouraged deeper studies into the negative aspects of
AL Further, they noted that institutions’ policies should address not only
prevention of AI cheating but redesign assessments to reduce
opportunities for students to cheat. Stone’s (2024) research found five key
factors related to Al: (1) widespread but uneven Al use - while 63% of
students used Al in ways that were explicitly allowed, 41% used it in ways
that were explicitly banned; (2) ethical ambiguity and peer influence -
students who believed peers cheated were more likely to cheat
themselves, were more likely to use Al unethically when familiar with
Al and believed output mattered more to employers than using AL (3)
accusations — that some students were falsely accused of using Al, (4)
men reported more acceptance of using banned Al and (5) professors’
role — while professors addressed Al in their syllabus few brought it into
the coursework itself; however, when professors did incorporate Al,
students were more likely to use it, including banned AL

4.3 Conclusion

Since this study was conducted, we note a relevant situation that
occurred at Texas A&M University during fall 2024. The popular forum
Reddit is a place for individuals to post questions and thoughts about
subjects. Submitters can create fake names to protect their identities.
Submitters freely post their thoughts on all manners of issues. In fall
2024, a post (see Supplementary materials) from a student at Texas A&M
University described how the student’s roommate was deliberately
cheating in engineering courses by using friends and Artificial
Intelligence to complete homework. The Reddit submitter asked if they
should report their roommate to the Texas A&M University honor
council. More than 200 replies were posted while we finished
this manuscript.

Most respondents suggested the roommate should not report the
cheating to the honor council, positing that the roommate would
eventually “crash and burn,” as college assignments unfolded. A few
individuals urged the roommate to report the cheating to avoid being
“complicit” in the matter, thereby subjecting the submitter to allegations
of cheating too. Based on self-reports, many responders who encouraged
the original submitter to report the cheating, also self-identified as older,
former students, who were now in the workforce. One person described
how they had observed individuals in the workforce who “failed
upwards” often, while others stood by and allowed it to happen. This
respondent implored the original submitter to report the roommate to
the Texas A&M University honor office (Stenmark et al.,, 2011).

Much evidence exists to support our contention that cheating in
school may lead to more serious consequences of unethical behavior
outside of academia. For example, structural engineers repeatedly signed
off on the construction and on inspection reports of the Champlain
Towers South Condominium before it collapsed on 24 June 2021,
resulting in 98 deaths (Subreddit, 2024). The U.S. is not alone in
experiencing increased engineering failures due to a lack of practical
experience and a comprehensive set of ethical norms in engineering
practices. Researchers (Alvarez, 2023; Tang and Huang, 2024) found
similar results when investigating the collapse of self-built houses in
Changsha (Hunan, China) on 29 April 2022. Among the authors’
conclusions, which were consistent with ours, is the need for increased
awareness, concern, and application of ethics education, especially in
civil engineering (Subreddit, 2024) at the postsecondary level. “Ethics
education has become an important measure to improve the moral and
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ethical standards of engineers” (p. 40), which we believe should be the
norm for preparing postsecondary students in all careers. The Reddit
poster (Subreddit, 2024) who claimed, “..I just care that the engineers
of our society actually know what they are doing, I'm not too concerned
with how they acquire that knowledge,” may want to think more deeply
about the connections between ethical behavior while studying
engineering and the results of unethical civil engineering practices
beyond academia.

This is one scenario and one example of cheating beyond the
COVID-19 pandemic; nevertheless, cheating still occurs, and some
students are unwilling to report it to the Texas A&M University honor
office. What then, shall the future hold for Texas A&M University’s ideals
about integrity? The current prevalence of Al-generated output, which
is nearly impossible to detect, will create an avalanche of academic
dishonesty that could bury Texas A&M University’s efforts to uphold its
core value of integrity. Academic integrity is in jeopardy. University
administrators, educators, and others concerned with honesty in and
beyond academia must devote more time and resources to ethics
education and practices on college campuses.
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