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econdary schools have prioritized the impor
tance of classroom collaboration as a 21stcentury skill. Group activities allow students
to learn from each other by pooling a range
at its best
of skills to create work that is
stronger than any single student could create
1 These activities also encourage stu
alone.
dents to develop important inter- and intra
personal skills that will help as they transition
workplace. With so
to both college and the 2
much to gain for students, the classroom, and
the community, it is not surprising to see this
form of pedagogy used extensively in schools
around the country.
—

—
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While the benefits of student col
laboration are clear, however, it is a
mistake to assume that this approach
is always helpful in achieving positive
educational outcomes. As we have seen
in schools from New York’s Stuyve
sant High School to Harvard College,
compromised collabo
ration or cheating
can just as easily occur.
In these, and many
other instances, student
action undermines the
educational goals of the
school community. In a
2012 study, the Joseph
son Institute of Ethics
found that 51 percent
of high school students
admit to cheating on a
test while 74 percent
copied their friends’
homework. Given this
reality, when we think
about collaboration in
the classroom, we can
not simply think about
how to get students to work together
productively. We must equally focus
on the goal of guiding students to work
together ethically. To do so, we need to
understand three aspects of student
behavior that undergird the current
cheating epidemic: (i) pressures that
tempt students toward cheating;
(2) community-wide cheating that
becomes part of the ethos of a school
community; and (3) unreflective digital
collaboration.
Here we offer some suggestions for
how schools can address this pervasive
problem.
—

—

COMPETING PRESSURES
The growing pressure to achieve at
any cost, particularly for students who
are focused on selective college admis
sions, can trump any inclination to
follow the rules and complete work
ethically.4 Despite frequent assump
tions to the contrary, high-achieving
students actually appear to cheat at the
highest rates. Some estimates put the
self-reported rate of cheating among
students with an A average at 8o per
cent. In studies conducted by Who’s
60
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concern over these ethi
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self in the face of unethical behavior.
range of students because it ensured
they would get help in other areas of
A CHEATING ETHOS
In June 2012, students at the highly the curriculum when they needed it.
The Stuyvesant case sheds light on
selective Stuyvesant High School were
enon previously unacknowl
phenom
a
made
caught cheating in a scandal that
the cheating literature
in
edged
“col
ts
headlines; more than 70 studen
to sacrifice aspects
willing
ts
studen
Regents
laborated” on the state-wide
ance to bolster
perform
own
their
of
s
camera
Exam using cell phone
goes against
This
peers.
their
of
that
ts
Studen
smuggled into test rooms.
about
tions
assump
r
popula
many
agreed to share answers in subjects
in
titive
compe
hyperbeing
ts
studen
for
in which they excelled in exchange
nment.
enviro
ment
chieve
high-a
a
they
which
answers in disciplines in
weaker. The goal of the exchange This collaborative effort at cheating
were 8
aside, however, what is clear is that an
was to ensure that all of the students
overemphasis on grades and achieve
these
across
level
performed at a high
dishonesty.”bo
subject-specific tests, regardless of ment “seems to breed
This attitude is best summed up by
their actual abilities.
5
Who ofAmerican High School Stud ents,

—

—

—

—

a student in an 2010 editorial in The
Stuyvesant Spectator, the student news
paper: “We as a student body are con
sidered to be some of the ‘best and the
brightest’ in New York City, if not the
nation, and yet, often our high grades
reflect not our hard work and academic
aptitude, but rather our willingness to
cheat, lie, and game the system.”

DIGITAL COLLABORATION
Digital and web-based technologies
provide new opportunities for collabo
ration, both in and out of school. Most
relevant to our discussion here are dig
ital tools for collective knowledge con
struction and sharing. Coauthorship is
supported by wikis and collaborative
plafforms such as Google docs. Open
encyclopedias such as Wikipedia allow
for collaborative knowledge building.
Text messaging, online chat, and dis
cussion forums are further venues for
sharing information and exchanging
ideas. While these contexts and tools
can be (and often are) used in ethical
ways, there is abundant evidence that
some students leverage them for illicit
purposes.
Cell phone cameras were instru
mental in the collaborative cheating
scheme that unfolded at Stuyvesant

collaboration” looks like. Beyond this,
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that exists between knowing what is the
cheating” among teens found that 25
right thing to do and actually doing it.
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in
that “copy-and-paste plagiarism” is
situations.
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the pressures facing students and
for
that
show
of this problem. Indeed, data
the tools that help them
acknowledge
students
nearly 40 percent of college
work. In a 2013 article,
dishonest
do
plagiarism
surveyed consider digital
outlined three
(Howard)
us
of
one
trivial
just
or
all
“either not cheating at
to ethical
threats
addressing
for
steps
argu
attitudes
casual
cheating.”3 Such
vertical
(i)
community:
in
a
behavior
digital
of
to
use
the
ably contribute
and (3)
support;
horizontal
(2)
support;
.
collaboration
unethical
media for
apply
equally
three
The
calls.’
wake-up
ethical
and
attitudes
Youths’
unethical
addressing
of
question
the
to
dimen
ethical
about
the
blind spots
collaboration in school.
sions of digital property and collabora
tion are informed by a variety of fac
Vertical Support
tors. Peer norms loom large here. But
adults play an important role, too. If The role of a mentor or moral exem
plar is a powerful deterrent to cheat
parents, teachers, and schools are not
ing in schools. It is important to have
engaging youth in discussions about
adults who not only explicitly state
the ethical dimensions and dilemmas
why cheating is wrong but who also
that surface around digital content and
live those messages by prioritizing
collaboration, then perhaps it’s unsur
genuine learning over the mark on
prising that youth falter. Indeed, data
a report card. Leaders in any edu
shows that school-based conversations
cational community need to take a
about citation of sources and cheating
strong, clear stand about what is and
tend to emphasize negative conse
quences for lapses over discussion of is not acceptable and why. In high
school, this means having explicit
ethical principles underlying attribu
guidelines about ethical behavior and
tion.’ And, of course, the pressures to
enforcing rules when a violation has
succeed only compound the problem.
occurred. Too often, rules about cheat
ing are clear but actual enforcement is
COM BATTING THE
not. Practices may differ from teacher
CHEATING EPIDEMIC
to teacher or punishments may be
To counter both dishonest actions
unpredictable and even unjustly doled
and tremendous achievement pres
out. Any signs of deviation from
sures that can make cheating appear
school policy undermine it subtly but
a viable option, it is imperative that
conclusively.
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Further, to create vertical supports
that encourage ethical student behav
ior, discussions about why cheating
is wrong need to be much more than
talking points that are highlighted in
one assembly a year or posted on a
classroom wall. These need to be a liv
ing, breathing part of the curriculum
where mentors offer frequent oppor
tunities to discuss, reflect on, and take
ethical actions. Students need to see
what the long-term consequences are
for a culture that condones cheating
and the consequences for the moral
fabric of their community. They should
also be asked about the practical impli
cations of living in society that does
for
not actively combat cheating
example, would they want to be oper
ated on by a surgeon who had cheated
in medical school or drive over a bridge
designed by engineers who had falsi
fied their credentials?
—

Horizontal Support

The role of the peer
group is key in the
life of any adoles
cent. When it comes
to cheating in high
school, our challenge is
to encourage students
to band together to
work toward an ethical
instead
community
pat
lamentable
of the
schools
at
seen
tern
such as Stuyvesant,
where students work
together for the oppo
site purposes. Making
all students fully and
equally accountable to
the rules is key. It is
also important to create alignment
between teachers’ expectations and
students’ understanding of boundaries
in order to encourage good collabora
tion. In cases of deliberate cheating,
students should ultimately face conse
quences, and these penalties should be
transparent and consistently enforced.
Knowing that faculty will take action
when unethical behavior occurs is
equally important in creating a sce
nario in which the long-term costs for
—
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WE ARE CHALLENGING DEEPLY ROOTED PROBLEMS
THAT EXiST iN SOCIETY AT LARGE AS WELL AS IN
OUR SCHOOLS AND WE ARE CONTENDING WITH
ATTITUDES THAT, LAMENTABLY, HAVE BECOME
INGRAINED OVER DECADES
.-

cheating far outweigh the potential
short-term gains. It may also empower
bystanders who witness cheating
among their peers by giving them both
the confidence and language they need
to speak up.
For schools with an honor code,
students should have a stake in the
process by holding seats on the honor
council, helping revise the rules annu
ally, and sharing new and evolving con
cerns with faculty.u Even in schools
without an honor council, student
voices should be considered when
creating and revising school conduct
rules. The students, after all, are the
best informed about
the kinds of cheating
that are occurring in
the school environ
ment and also play
a key role in genu
inely transforming the
culture.
The challenge
with horizontal sup
port is also its biggest
students
strength
don’t want to hurt their
own standing by behav
ing ethically when they
see those around them
behaving in a compro
mised way that simul
taneously gives them
an edge. If we create a culture in which
students do not benefit from colluding,
but in which we recognize genuine
academic effort, we can de-incentivize
this kind of collaborative cheating.
Donald McCabe and colleagues, in their
2012 book Cheating in College, report
that high school students are not actu
ally comfortable with their cheating
they see these transgres
behaviors
sions as a necessary course of action
and students believe they
to survive

0

—

—

—
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will stop cheating as soon as they get to
co1lege.’ We need to move that timeline
fàrward and to give students the tools
to put an end to cheating promptly and
permanently.
Wake-up Calls

Both horizontal and vertical supports
can foster opportunities to have can
did conversations about group norms
and even debate scenarios in which
the “right” answer is not always clear.
This helps students not only to develop
their own ethical muscles but to do
so in the context of the community
in which they live and learn. When
speaking of wake-up calls, we refer to
events that capture the artention of the
community: they can be cases of cheat
ing, or, more positively, cases in which
students behave with exemplary integ
rity. Ideally, these wake-up calls should
students,
involve all stakeholders
teachers, administrators, and parents;
including parents is key because cre
ating a community in which norms
of student behavior differ from what
students learn at home will inevitably
undermine the gains made in school.
We recall a situation in which a par
ent berated an adolescent publicly for
cheating. The adolescent responded,
“Well, when I brought home a paper
with a B+, you said, ‘I don’t want to
see anything but A’s!” In cases like
this, students may feel torn between
the achievement thresholds set in their
homes and the ethical boundaries
8
established at school.
way
to approach these
The best
convene a “corn
is
calls
to
wake-up
ethical issues
where
space
a
mons”
can be discussed and debated candidly
and where tacit assumptions can be
challenged. With all four stakeholder
groups participating in a commons,
a school community can develop a
—

—
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shared view about ethical collabora
tion in which students, educators,
and parents not only speak the same
language but are on the same page. An
ideal way to facilitate the kinds of rich
discussions that help counter real chal
lenges to embedded notions of success
and shared definitions of ethical work
is to have these diverse groups work
through vignettes as mixed teams.
an ensemble
9
The Good Project’
to under
designed
of research projects
stand and promote ethics, excellence,
offers a Good
and engagement
Work Toolkit where these kinds of
activities can be found.20 Since 2007,
educators around the globe have
used this collection of activities and
vignettes, which offer nuanced ethical
challenges that are prime resources
for facilitating rich discussion. Allow
ing all members of the community
to grapple with problems that occur
where what is
in the gray areas
right and wrong is seldom black and
will foster the kind of dia
white
logue that genuinely promotes the
development of ethical reasoning
skills and encourage the scaffolding
necessary to grapple with real-world
dilemmas when they do arise. With
its combination of group activities and
opportunities for personal reflection
on individual values, schools can start
a dialogue to help to address the issues
with the competing pressures, cheat
ing ethos, and digital collaborations
described above.
As noted, these wake-up calls arise
organically when an ethical issue
arises in the community. But it is
prudent to be preemptive as well. The
toolkit approach establishes patterns
of communication and norms for navi
gating these challenges in advance.
Members of the community have the
opportunity to practice these skills
throughout the year so that they have
a shared language to use when issues
do arise.
Taking action to promote an ethi
cal community is not easy and there
is no quick fix. Similarly, creating a
commons is not a panacea. We are
challenging deeply rooted problems
that exist in society at large as well as
—

in our schools and we are contending
with attitudes that, lamentably, have
become ingrained over decades. How
ever, taking these actions is an impor
tant first step toward resisting the dis
turbing trends we’ve seen in schools.
Using the Good Work Toolkit within
your school community is one promis
ing way to begin the candid conversa
tions, personal reflections, and group
norm setting that is needed to leverage
change. Ultimately, these actions
can help create the
among others
kind of classrooms and schools where
ethical collaboration takes place and

—

—

—

—
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students can genuinely thrive. In time,
if there are enough students who can
walk the ethical talk, the entire society
will ultimately benefit.
Alexis Brooke Redding is an advanced doctoral student
at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Canie
James is a research director and a pu ncipal investiga
tor at Project Zero at the Harvard Graduate School of
Education. Howard Gardner is the John H. and Elisa
beth A. Hobbs Professor ofcognition and Education at
the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
Notes
Brigid BarTon and Linda Darling.
Hammond, “Powerful Learning: Studies
Show Deep Understanding Derives from
Collaborative Methods,” Edutopia, October
8, 2008, Accessed August 3, 2055. www
.edutopia.org/inquiry-project-1earning-research.
2. National Education Association, 2008.
3. Josephson Institute of Ethics. Report
Card on the Ethics of American Youth.”
Character Counts (2012). Accessed August
3. 2015. http://charactercounts.org/pdf
reportcard/2012/Report Card-2012-DataTa hies
HonestylntegrityCheating.pdf
Alexis Brooke Redding, “Extreme Pressure:
The Negative Consequences of Achievement
Culture for Students During the Elite
i.

.

Admissions Process.” journal of College
Admission 221 (2053): 32—37.
.

Educational Communicadons, Inc. “Annual
Sun’ey of High Achievers.” Who’s Who
Among American High School Students (1995,
2000).

6. Eric Anderman and Tasnera Murdock,
Psychology ofAcademic Cheating. San Diego,
CA: Elsevier, 2007.
7. Greshans Sykes and David Matza,
“Techniques of Neutralization: A Theory of
Delinquency,” American Sociological Review
22(6) (1957): 664—670.
8. Robert Kolker, “Cheating Upwards:
Stuyvesant Kids Do It. Harvard Kids Do It.
Smart Kids May Especially Do It. But Why?”
New York Magazine (2012). Accessed August
3, 2055. hsttp://nymag.cons/lsews/jeotures/

cheating.2o12-9/. Vivian Yee, “Stuyvesant
Students Describe the How and the Why
of Cheating,” Neiv York Times (2012).
Accessed August 3, 2015. WwLV.llytinles.
com/2o12/o9/26/education/stuyvesant-highschool-students.descnbeo’ationale-for-clseating.
htmr=o.
9. David Callahan, The Cheating Culture: Why
More Americans Are Doing Wrong to Get
Ahead. Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2004, p. 205.
so. Stephen Davis, Patrick Drinnan, and Tricia
Bertram-Gallant, Cheating ill School: What
We Know and What We Can Do. MaIden,
MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. p. 72.
II. Common Sense Media. “Hi-Tech Cheating:
Cell Phones and Cheating in Schools.”
MSNBC Media (2009). Accessed August 3,
2015. http://nlsnbcllzedia.;lLso.coln/i/MSNB/
Sections/NE WS/PDFS/201o_PDFS/1002o2._
CellPhoneSchoolCheating.pdf
12. Donald McCabe, Kenneth Butterfield, and
Linda Treviflo, Cheating us College: Why
Students Do It and V/hat Educators Call Do
about It, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2012; Josephson Institute,
2012.

53. McCabe et al., 2012, p. 69.
54. Carrie James, Disconnected: Youth, New
Media, and tile Ethics Gap (The John D. and
Catherine T MacArtliur Folllldatioll Series
on Digital Media and Learning). Cambridge,
MA: MIT University Press, 2054.
15. Howard Gardner, “Reestablishing the
Commons for the Common Good,” Drrdalus
142(2) (2053): 599—208.

i6. Donald McCabe and Linda Trevifio,
“Academic Dishonesty: Honor Codes and
Other Contextual Influences,” Journal of
Higher Education 64(5) (1993): 522—538.
57. McCabe et al., 2012.
i8. James Michaels and Terance Miethe,
“Applying Theories of Deviance to Academic
Cheating,” Social Science Quarterly 70(4)
(s989): 870—885.
19. Our research has been generously
supported by the Argosy Foundation and the
Endeavor Foundation,
20. See www.thegoodpi’oject.org/toolkits.curricula/
the.goodivork.toolkit/.

