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he level of attention being given to ethics in

many types of institutions in our society, includ-

ing colleges and universities, is on the increase.
The academic ethics of college and university students
have been widely discussed in the news media and
academic journals. This article reports the findings of a
survey of graduate engineering students on the issue of
academic ethics.

LITERATURE REVIEW

While numerous studies of academic ethics have been
published, only three were found that used engineering
students as subjects. Singhal' reported a survey of 364
engineering, agricultural, and technical students in 1982,
but did not reveal their status as undergraduate or gradu-
ate. He found that 56% answered "Yes" when asked if
they had cheated on schoolwork while in college. Sixty-
two percent had copied homework or lab reports, 27%
would allow another student to copy during an exami-
nation, 24% had used crib sheets on an exam, 13% had
turned in another's report as his/her own, 12% had seen
an advance copy of an exam, 10% had given another
student help on a take-home exam, and 7% had copied
off another student's exam.

Sisson and Todd-McMancillas'™ found in a 1984 sur-
vey of 287 undergraduate engineering students that 56%
had worked with other students on individual home-
work assignments, while 18% had used crib sheets on
an exam. Meade" reported in a 1992 survey of 6,000
engineering students at thirty-one top-ranked schools,
that 74% had used crib sheets, looked at another student's
exam, "fudged" results, or plagiarized. One-fifth of the
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respondents admitted to having cheated three or more times.

While no studies of graduate engineering students were found,
two studies were found of graduate students in other disciplines.
Sierles, Hendrix, and Circle' surveyed medical students about the
extent of their participation in unethical academic and patient care
practices as both undergraduates and medical students. Eighty-eight
percent had cheated while in college, but the proportion dropped to

TABLE 1
Participation in and Ratings of
the Ethical Level of Academic Practices

Participation Participation Ethical Ethical
Rank  Practice Mean'  Mean® Rank
1. Having someone check over a paper before turning
itin 345 380 5
2. Asking about the content of an exam from someone
who has taken it 441 238 14
3. Giving information about the content of an exam
to someone who has not yet taken it 443 - 213 12
4. Working with others on an individual project 451 237 13
5. Using a false excuse to delay an exam or paper 473 =193
6. Plagiarism 475 174 7
7. Having information programmed into a calculator
during an exam 483 19F 9
8. Padding a bibliography 485 1.8 8
9. Visiting a professor to influence grade 486 196 11
10. Taking credit for full participation in a group
project without doing a fair share of the work 486 192 10
11. Allowing another to see exam answers 487 134 4
12. Copying off another's exam 492 122 |
13. Turning in work done by someone else as one'sown 493 125 3
14. Using exam crib notes 493 148 5
15. Passing answers during an exam 496 125 2
Overall Mean 469 1.89

! Scale: I=frequently; S5=infrequently
% Scale: I=very unethical; 5=not at all unethical
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58% while in medical school. Kalichman and Friedman"'
surveyed biomedical graduate students, medical stu-
dents, residents, and postdoctoral fellows about their partici-
pation in four unethical practices. A surprisingly low
15% admitted to having cheated to get a higher exam
grade, modifying research data, reporting untrue research
results, or plagiarism.

METHOD USED FOR PRESENT SURVEY

Questionnaires were mailed to all of the 189 engineering
school students enrolled in courses for the Fall 1993 se-
mester at an eastern masters-degree-only college. About
half (50.8%) of the students were environmental engin-
eering or environmental science students, almost one-third
(31.2%) were enrolled in information systems, and 9.5%
were in engineering management. The remainder (8.5%)
included chemical, industrial, and non-degree engineering
students. Respondents were assured anonymity. After
one reminder, 101 questionnaires were returned, for a re-
sponse rate of 53.4%.

Fifteen academic practices were selected from previous
studies for inclusion on the questionnaire. Respondents were
asked to rate on 5-point scales the ethical level of each
practice and the extent of their participation in each while
in graduate school.

Eleven reasons for participating in unethical academic

behavior were selected from previous studies. Respondents
were asked to think of the typical graduate student who

TABLE 2
Percent Participating in Practices More than Infrequently
Percent

1. Having someone check over a paper before turning it in 66.0
2. Working with others on an individual project 320
3. Asking about the content of an exam from someone

who has taken it 31.0
4. Giving information about the content of an exam to

someone who has not yet taken it 30.0
5. Plagiarism 18.2
6. Using a false excuse to delay an exam or paper 16.0
7. Padding a bibliography 11.0
8. Taking credit for full participation in a group project

when a fair share of the work was not done 9.0
9. Having information programmed into a calculator

during an exam 8.0
10. Visiting a professor to influence grade 71
11. Allowing another to see exam answers 7.0
12. Using exam crib notes 4.0
13. Turning in work done by someone else as one's own 4.0
14. Copying off another's exam 3.0
15. Passing answers during an exam 1.0

Percent reporting having participated in at least one
practice more than infrequently 80.2
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engages in such behavior and rate on a 5-point scale
the likelihood that each item would be a reason for the
behavior. Respondents were also asked to rate on a 5-point
scale how they believed the ethical level of the aca-
demic behavior of graduate students compared overall to
that of undergraduate students. Questions were asked about
respondent characteristics.

RESULTS OF THE SURVEY

The survey results are presented here in three tables. Table
1 shows the mean scale values and ranks for the extent of
participation in the practices and ratings of their ethical
level. The reported frequency of participation in the prac-
tices was generally low, with an overall mean of 4.69. Hav-
ing someone else check over a paper before turning it in was
the practice engaged in most frequently (with a mean of
3.45), while passing answers on an exam was the practice
engaged in least frequently (with a mean of 4.96). The range
of means for the ethical levels of the practices was much
greater. Having someone else check over a paper was rated
least unethical at 3.80, and copying off another student's
exam was rated most unethical at 1.22. The overall mean of
the ethical level of the fifteen practices was 1.89.

The data show a general tendency for students to partici-
pate more in practices they believe are less unethical. Hav-
ing someone check over a paper before turning it in, asking
someone who has already taken an exam about its content,
giving information about an exam to someone who has not
yet taken it, and working with others on an individual project
were the practices engaged in most frequently—these same
four practices were rated as the least unethical. Allowing
another student to see exam answers, copying off another
person's exam, turning in work done by someone else as
one's own, using exam crib notes, and passing answers dur-
ing an exam were the practices engaged in least frequently—
these practices were rated as the five most unethical.

Use of the "infrequently" label rather than "never"
precluded calculation of an overall percent reporting partici-
pation in unethical graduate-student behavior, but some
insight into the extent of participation is still possible. Table
2 shows the percent reporting having engaged in each
practice more than infrequently, as well as the percent
reporting having engaged in at least one practice more
than infrequently. These percentages provide conser-
vative estimates of the extent of participation by graduate
engineering students.

The reported percentages of more than infrequent partici-
pation ranged from 66% for having someone check over a
paper before turning it in to 1.0% for passing answers on an
exam. Working with other students on an individual project,
asking about the content of an exam from someone who has
taken it, and giving information about an exam to someone
who has not yet taken it all had been engaged in more than
Continued on page 265.
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infrequently by greater than 20% of the respondents. Eighty
percent of respondents reported participating in at least one
practice more than infrequently.

Table 3 shows the mean scale values and ranks for the
reasons graduate engineering students were perceived to
participate in unethical academic behavior. The table sug-
gests a profile of a student who wants high grades but either
does not have the time to study or chooses not to allocate
enough of the available time to studying in order to attain the
grade desired. The unethical student tends to feel no one is
hurt by his or her behavior and that the risk of getting caught
is low. It is unlikely that peer pressure or thrill seeking are
motives for the behavior.

The mean answer to the question asking respondents to
compare the ethics of graduate students to undergraduate
students was 4.25. Respondents rated graduate students about
one-quarter of the way between "somewhat more ethical"
and "much more ethical" than undergraduates.

An analysis was performed to determine if the ethics of
respondents varied by credit hours completed, hours worked
per week, age, GPA, or gender. The number of significant
relationships was one greater than would be expected by
chance. It was concluded that the classification variables
were not generally related to the academic ethics of the
respondents.

DISCUSSION

A recent study of business students that compared unethi-
cal behavior in college and in the workplace' concluded
that such behavior is not an artifact of the undergraduate
environment. This study supports that conclusion. The
extent of participation of graduate engineering students in
unethical academic practices reported here is greater than
that found in a study of undergraduate engineering stu-
dents conducted in the early 1980s,”! and is comparable to
that found in recent studies of engineering”' and other
undergraduate students.

Giving or asking for information about exams and work-
ing with others on individual assignments have been among
the most reported practices in undergraduate surveys. These
practices were among the top four reported here. An inverse
relationship observed among undergraduates between the
frequency of participation in unethical practices and the
rating of their ethical level was also found in this study.
Earlier researchers, while acknowledging that the direction
of causality between these variables is unknown, have
recommended that instructors make their ethical expecta-
tions clear to students. This recommendation is further
supported by the fact that the most frequently practiced
forms of unethical academic behavior are actions that can
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TABLE 3
Reasons for Unethical Behavior
Rank  Reason Mean'
1. To get a high grade E 3.85
2. Has the time but does not study 3.79
3. Feels no one is hurt by behavior 3.64
4. Does not have time to study 355
5. Low risk of getting caught 3.38
6. Difficulty of material 3.30
7. Feels work is irrelevant 2.83
8. Instructor is poor or indifferent 2.78
9. Everyone does it 2.58
10. Was a challenge or thrill 2.00
11. Peer pressure to do it 1573
1 Scale: 1=not at all likely to 5 =very likely

take place outside the classroom, away from the scrutiny
of the instructor.

Graduate engineering students saw themselves, as a group,
to be more ethical than undergraduates, despite the similar
frequencies of participation in unethical practices. The rea-
sons for graduate participation in unethical behavior were
that students want good grades but often do not have or take
the time to adequately prepare to earn them.

The findings presented here suggest the potential of an
ethics problem among at least graduate engineering stu-
dents, if not graduate students in general. These findings
must be regarded as tentative, however. Additional studies
are needed at other graduate engineering schools and of
graduate students in other disciplines to provide more infor-
mation about the extent of the problem. Surveys of graduate
faculty would also be of value in assessing the magnitude of
the problem and the desire of faculty to attempt to bring
about change in graduate student behavior.
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