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I.  The Charge to the Task Force


The Provost’s Task Force on Academic Integrity, initially convened by Interim Provost Jeryl Mumpower and reaffirmed by Provost Susan Herbst during the Fall of 2005, received the following charge:
1. Assess the academic environment, both on campus and nationally to provide a snapshot of opportunities (e.g., availability of “paper mills”) for student academic dishonesty;

2. Investigate available strategies for detection and prevention and determine possibilities and limitations of these strategies;

3. Review current policies on academic dishonesty and plagiarism at the University at Albany, including the range of faculty response, and make recommendations for appropriate change;  

4. Determine the appropriateness of a campus-wide Honor Code or other mechanism for communicating the University community’s adherence to the values and practices of academic integrity.
II.  Summary of Task Force Recommendations


The Task Force began meeting during the spring semester, 2005, continued during the summer, and completed its work during the fall semester, 2005.  We recommend the following:

1.  That the Office of the Provost bring together the divisions of Academic 
Affairs, Student Success, and other offices, as appropriate, to develop an 
Action Plan that would

(a)   reaffirm our commitment to academic integrity as fundamental to learning and scholarship; 


(b)  strengthen the orientation of new students and faculty concerning the values academic integrity represents and the positive effects of academic integrity on student learning;

(c)  find ways to continually articulate the connection between academic integrity and student success, perhaps by means of adopting an Honor Code or incorporating the message of an Honor Code into the larger statement of Community Rights and Responsibilities, and to reinforce this message with faculty as well as students (see III.4. for the Task Force discussion concerning our attempts to determine the appropriateness of an Honor Code; 


(d)  pay particular attention to helping faculty understand how to detect and prevent plagiarism, in part by addressing effective pedagogies for teaching writing as a process; 

(e)  engage students and student organizations, perhaps through the Division of Student Success, in ways to take ownership of academic integrity as integral to the learning process;

(f)  reinforce our values as a community by strengthening faculty responsibility to report violations of academic integrity (see III.3. for discussion of a newly-created on-line reporting form).
 2.  That the Provost charge the Undergraduate Academic Council (UAC) and the Graduate Academic Council (GAC) to review the proposed new policy concerning academic integrity, for further discussion and consideration by University Senate, focusing on the following three areas:

(a)  The Task Force discussed our existing Standards of Academic Integrity (available in both the Undergraduate and Graduate Bulletins) and agreed that the tone is entirely negative and unrelated to the quality of student learning.  The Task Force has drafted new introductory text to the Standards of Academic Integrity that emphasizes the essential connection 
between academic integrity, student learning, and scholarly community (see attached).  The Task Force recommends that this approach to understanding academic integrity serve as the overall vision of a campus-
wide culture of learning.  We would be happy for UAC and GAC to recommend that the Senate adopt any or all of this text to replace the existing text.  

(b)  The Task Force also recommends revising the penalties for violations of academic integrity to remove “Warning without further penalty” and “Requiring rewriting of a paper containing plagiarized material,” which the Task Force considered, in the first case, no penalty at all, and in the second case, to be part of the instructor’s prerogative for any unacceptable paper and therefore not specifically tied to a penalty for plagiarism.  We also include clearer guidelines for how Deans might refer students for disciplinary action when the academic integrity violation occurred outside a specific course and have created a report form to serve as an easy on-line mechanism for the person assigning the penalty to make a report to the Undergraduate or Graduate Dean, as required by the policy.  

(c)  We added “or School or College Dean” to the existing penalty, which, revised, would read: “Any faculty member or School or College Dean encountering matters of academic dishonesty in a class or academic program for which he or she has responsibility may, in addition to, or in 
lieu of, the actions cited above, refer a case to the University Judicial System.”  

III.  Task Force Response to the Charge and Background of Recommendations
1. Assess the Environment


The SUNY Student Opinion Survey (SOS) results from 2003 allowed the Task Force to infer that Albany students do find opportunities to engage in academic dishonesty.  In response to the specific item, “observed student dishonesty when completing assignments or exams,” the SOS reported that we ranked 1 out of 4 among the doctoral-granting institutions and 3 out of 26 among the other state-operated colleges.  Since this item is reverse-scored, the high rank indicates that more UAlbany students reported observing instances of academic dishonesty than students on many other SUNY campuses.  The Undergraduate and Graduate Deans confirmed a steady flow of academic dishonesty reports coming to their offices, a report corroborated by the Director of the Office of Judicial Affairs. The  Faculty on the Task Force contributed a great deal of anecdotal evidence indicating that some faculty, even many, either do not investigate student academic dishonesty, citing the amount of time such work can involve or a reluctance to penalize students, or do not know how to detect or prevent academic dishonesty.  

Research confirms that this pattern is not unique to Albany.  In surveys involving 10,000 faculty conducted by the Center for Academic Integrity at Duke University, “44% of those who were aware of student cheating in their course in the last three years, have never reported a student for cheating to the appropriate campus authority.  Students suggest that cheating is higher in courses where it is well known that faculty members are likely to ignore cheating” (McCabe).  McCabe and Trevino report an increase in the number of college students who cheat, from 63% in 1963 to 70% in 1993.  While this increase may not be statistically significant, what seems noteworthy (if distressing) is that the majority of college students have reported that they cheat in studies over three decades.  McCabe notes that about 25% admit to “serious test cheating” and half, to one or more instances of “serious cheating on written assignments.”  Other researchers argue that students think more cheating is taking place than they actually report doing, but suggest that the problem is likely to get worse (cf. Kellogg).  

A sub-group of the Task Force did considerable research into the opportunities for students to engage in academic dishonesty in the web environment.  We found extensive lists of Internet Paper Mills that offer a variety of services: (a) paper selection from the existing paper mill 
collection, often by discipline and topic within discipline; (b) papers tailored to the student’s particular assignment (more expensive); (c) papers of various lengths and genres—book reports, essays, study aides, term or research papers; and (d) opportunities for students to sell or “share” papers that received high grades.  A common theme on these sites reflects the message of “collaborative learning,” informing the student that downloading a paper is not cheating but rather is a form of working “with” someone else.  Cheater.com <http://www.cheater.com/>, for example, tells students that “Cheater.com recommends that you do NOT plagiarize this papers (sic) but merely use them as a resource.”


In addition, there exists an array of fairly exotic electronic devices that the student determined to cheat on an exam might find available (although TF members doubted whether any of these have made an appearance at UAlbany): wearable computers built into shoes that allow for wireless data storage <http://www.gizmag.com/go/3565/>; computerized jackets that connect to a PDA and can display messages on their backs; WDA (A Bluetooth-enabled Wearable Digital Assistant) with voice-recognition capabilities <http://www.phonescoop.com/articles/moto_wearables/>; a WDA that can be worn as a bracelet but includes a display; and the “Intelli-pen” that acts as a portable computer, to list a few.  


Lower-tech devices appear anecdotally to have made at least a few appearances in very large courses here—in particular through the use of the “text-messaging” capability of cell phones.  

Research indicates that faculty themselves often create the conditions that facilitate cheating.  Contradictory messages abound concerning whether students may or may not work in groups, and tests often include verbatim material copied from textbooks (Bertholf).  As Task Force members found in their research and corroborated from their own experience, students often arrive at college having been encouraged to copy-and-paste from the Internet for high school “research” papers.  Instructors’ repeated use of paper assignments or test questions from previous courses, difficulty keeping track of students in very large classes, and lack of success in conveying genuine interest in what students have to say appear to contribute to conditions that encourage cheating.
2. Investigate Strategies for Detection and Prevention

One member of the Task Force took out an individual subscription to Turnitin.Com, a proprietary web site that advertises itself as a plagiarism detection and prevention service.  After submitting almost a dozen “test” pieces of student writing to the site, it became clear that Turnitin.Com has the same access to web detection as faculty already do by putting unusual phrases in quotation marks and searching for them on Google.  Turnitin.Com’s data bank is enhanced by the student papers uploaded by students themselves at institutions that subscribe to the service, but it does not include papers that appear in the “paper mills”—unless one of those papers happens to have been uploaded as a “plagiarism prevention” strategy required by an instructor somewhere else. Furthermore, several institutions have raised questions about privacy and other legal issues, since Turnitin.com keeps copies of all student papers uploaded to the site (although they will not release copies of the entire papers without students’ consent).  Other proprietary “detection services” exist, but all cost money, and Turnitin.com appears to be representative of the genre (see <http://www.umuc.edu/distance/odell/cip/links_plagiarism.html#detection>).

Both in Task Force members’ research and in their experience with writing at the University at Albany (particularly based on the experience of one member who serves as Director of the Writing Center), the best ways to prevent plagiarism involve attention to the writing process.  Faculty members may require outlines and drafts—which may become part of a class “workshop” to generate feedback from other student readers—before submission of the final paper; they can create unique paper topics less likely to be located in “paper mills” and then hold students to the requirement of addressing the topic; and they can include substantive comments on papers (not just a grade) so that students understand that the teacher both reads their work and cares about their writing.

Numerous institutions have established an honor code and report a “consistent correlation between the presence of an honor code and lower levels of student dishonesty” (Cole and McCabe).  At the same time, an honor code by itself needs to be backed up by other factors that have an impact on the campus culture.  Three seem particularly important: (1) most honor codes involve students (as well as faculty members) in reporting violations; (2) while protecting the privacy rights of individual students, campuses that have adopted honor codes also have periodic discussions of the types of offenses and associated penalties that occur on campus, resulting in a “high level of campus discourse about the state of student academic integrity”; and (3) “student and faculty involvement and higher visibility are usually accompanied by a stronger commitment to education and prevention” (Cole and McCabe).

Various techniques for preventing cheating on examinations involve mechanical changes: using alternate seats, fresh exam questions, more than one version of the exam (with questions re-ordered) for the same class, or—an interesting suggestion by a Task Force member—arranging to “share” testing space for large classes with other large classes meeting at the same time, so that half of the students in one room are taking the test for another course.  The Task Force recommends that students not be allowed to use or display cell phones during examinations, in light of the text-messaging capability of such phones.

An important prevention device involves faculty willingness to address the issue on their syllabus and in the classroom.  Here at UAlbany, the University Libraries offers a self-guided on-line Plagiarism 101 tutorial that may be taken “for credit”—the faculty member receives notification that the student has completed the tutorial <http://library.albany.edu/usered/plagiarism/index.html>.  The tutorial may also be taken in a “non-credit” version.  

Other resources available to faculty include information on the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning website <http://albany.edu/cetl/teaching/plagiarism.html>; a page created by Professor Tom Mackey <http://www.albany.edu/~mackey/links>; one available from the University of Maryland at http://www.umuc.edu/prog/ugp/ewp_writingcenter/modules/plagiarism/start.html; and an annotated bibliography from the University of Michigan, at http://www.lsa.uich.edu/swc/conference/bibliography.
3. Review Current Policies at UAlbany and Make Recommendations


The Task Force has reviewed current policies and has made recommendations, included in the list of recommendations to the Provost, above.  


In addition, we specifically encourage faculty to report violations of academic integrity and the penalties they impose to the student, the Department chair or program director, the Dean of the School or College, and the Undergraduate or Graduate Dean (as specified by current policy) by means of a web-based reporting form.  Moving to a web-based form should help remind faculty of their obligations in this regard, for both Undergraduate and Graduate Deans are required, under the current Standards, to request a hearing by the University Judicial System if they receive a second report for the same student.  Faculty members (and Deans, in the recommended revised text) may also, under existing penalties, refer violations of academic integrity to the Judicial System.   


The draft Task Force revision of Standards of Academic Integrity is attached to this report, as is a copy of the on-line “Violation of Academic Integrity Report” form that the Deans of Undergraduate and Graduate Studies will proceed to post on their websites.

4. Determine the Appropriateness of an Honor Code


As part of the Task Force’s research in this area, we divided up the list of about 100 institutions that have an honor code (the list we worked with is available at the website for Duke University’s Center for Academic Integrity: http://www.academicintegrity.org).  Some of the activities associated with honor codes at various institutions include public ceremonies at which students sign the honor code, an office (that at UAlbany might be related to CETL, Student Success, or Graduate / Undergraduate Studies) that hosts events that promote awareness of academic integrity, and “permission” for faculty to ask students to sign a statement each time they submit a paper and/or examination that they are submitting their own work.  


After careful consideration of these sites and their various activities, we choose not to recommend either for or against the kind of formal honor code that students are expected to sign, believing that such a recommendation should only emerge after campus-wide discussion.  However, we do support having a succinct academic integrity code that reflects our values, locating it prominently on our web site, posting it in the classrooms and hallways of academic buildings, and encouraging any faculty members who wish to do so to include the requirement of a signing statement on their students’ written work.  

We believe that establishing an honor code specifically directed to students would obscure the essential partnership role of the faculty.  Faculty, we believe, have to be willing to uphold the Standards of Academic Integrity; to acknowledge their responsibility to deal with violations of academic integrity in a way that is honorable, fair, professional, and not optional; and to serve as role models in their own citation of sources in course and lecture materials.  


We further suggest that there may be a connection worth our exploring as a campus between student perceptions of low engagement and mentoring by faculty to their perceptions of high incidence of academic dishonesty, and we recommend campus dialogue to continue the discussion of this issue.

IV.  Web Resources for University at Albany Faculty

http://albany.edu/cetl/teaching/plagiarism.html (CETL compilation of resources)

http://library.albany.edu/usered/plagiarism/index.html (Library’s plagiarism tutorial)
http://www.academicintegrity.org (Duke University’s Center for Academic Integrity)

http://www.albany.edu/~mackey/links (Tom Mackey’s resources for faculty)

http://www.lsa.umich.edu/swc/conference/bibliography (bibliography of October 2005


conference on “Writing, Imitation, and Plagiarism” sponsored by University of


Michigan’s Sweetland Writing Center)

http://www.suny.edu/facultySenate/conferences/AcademicIntegrityProgram.cfm 


(announcement and program for SUNY Faculty Senate Symposium, “Academic 


Integrity: A New Look at Law, Policy, and Practice,” March 23-24 in Albany)

http://www.umuc.edu/prog/ugp/ewp_writingcenter/modules/plagiarism/start.html

(University of Maryland compilation)
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