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(CUE) The term “honor” in “honor society” has the primary meaning of acclaim bestowed on those who have made exceptional academic achievement. But besides scholarship, there is another element in the honor society movement that has been recognized from its earliest days, and that is good character, or character worthy of honor. (CUE) 

Now, in our day the issue of judging character is a sticky matter for colleges and universities and the honor societies that serve them. Honor-worthy character has certainly never been quantifiable like a grade point average. Yet most honor societies, Alpha Chi among them, continue to hold up good character—not so much as provable fact as an ideal for those who aspire to membership.

(CUE) Since Alpha Chi is committed to scholarship and good character, I know of no more fitting theme than the one we’ve chosen for this convention: “With Honor and Integrity.” But this meeting is only a beginning. The National Council has agreed to make academic integrity a project of the next two years, a cause we want every chapter of Alpha Chi to take up. (CUE) In doing so, we’re joining with the other 60 to 70 member honor societies in the Association of College Honor Societies who have adopted “A Matter of Ethics” as a national theme to be promoted by each society as it sees fit. Many of the specialized honor societies will emphasize ethics as it applies to their discipline, such as business or nursing. But as an honor society for all fields, we believe Alpha Chi can best promote ethics by focusing specifically on academic integrity across the college or university.  (CUE) Academic honesty is the place where Alpha Chi’s concern about character intersects most clearly with its commitment to scholarship. This issue touches every student, every teacher, every administrator.

My goal this morning is to sketch out for you something of the scope of academic dishonesty in higher education and to begin to suggest what Alpha Chi might do in response.

Academic integrity, like ethics in general, is a hot topic these days in education. (CUE) Much credit for raising the issue and providing research data goes to the Center for Academic Integrity, a coalition of institutions and organizations, and to Dr. Donald McCabe, formerly at Duke University, where CAI is headquartered. He is now at Rutgers University. 

I have assembled this brief overview from a conference presentation by Dr. McCabe last year. But he has also written widely, and you can easily find more detailed discussions. (CUE) The data I’m highlighting comes from more than 75,000 student surveys at some 125 colleges and universities in recent years. The survey is now administered mostly online, and individual responses are completely confidential.

Faculties are surveyed with a similar instrument, and comparative data are interesting. (CUE) For example, notice how the two groups regard specific behaviors commonly thought of as at least somewhat dishonest.  There is strong consensus among all about certain behaviors, but students are much less likely to consider some other actions as forms of cheating than faculty members are.  The last two items suggest the degree to which cheating is condoned and underreported.

Students on the survey are asked to report their own dishonesty.  These are summary statistics from 2001-02.

Demographic items on the survey allow for comparisons. Here are some of the general findings McCabe reports:  (CUE)  (CUE)

McCabe also offers these summary ideas about causes for cheating:  (CUE)  (CUE)

It’s clear from just this quick summary of the problem that there are numerous dimensions that an institution needs to consider. An Alpha Chi chapter’s role could be very small, but it also could be quite significant.  I certainly don’t have all the answers about what Alpha Chi can do to promote a higher level of academic honesty. However, many of the answers, I believe, can be found in the talented and creative minds in this room. (CUE) Let me encourage you to attend the breakfast workshop session tomorrow morning, where you’ll have the opportunity to put your heads to this task. When we pool our ideas from this convention and share them with all the chapters, who knows how much good can be done, bit by bit?

At tomorrow’s session, the seven student representatives on the National Council will facilitate discussions and brainstorming on this topic. When you come through the breakfast line, you’ll get a room assignment. At the end of the session, we’ll collect the ideas generated and later send an edited list to each chapter so that you can incorporate some of these into your chapter plans for next year, and the next.  We also hope to offer a prize at the 2007 national convention to the chapter that has done the best programming to promote academic integrity.

Let me give you a few general suggestions as you think about what your chapter might do:

(CUE) 1.  Look at the big picture of the climate or culture of honesty on your campus. Is it a value that is well communicated and supported?  If so, think of what contributes to that climate and share it with other delegates. If not, ask what a student group could do to turn this around.

(CUE) 2.  Think about collaborating with other honor societies on campus. This is a cause that benefits from having as many as possible working together.

(CUE) 3.  Focus on proactive steps. Think of how your campus needs to be educated about academic ethics.

(CUE) 4.  Be reactive too.  Sometimes the most dramatic effects occur when an immediate problem or crisis is confronted. Some of our chapters, notably those at Gardner-Webb and Huntington, already have exciting success stories they have told.

(CUE) I end this presentation with reflections on an interesting observation I made at two national meetings on this topic. The observation is this: Few people wanted to talk much about why a behavior is considered unethical. The unexpressed assumption was that everyone at the meetings shared the same understanding about what behaviors are dishonest—and yet research of both students and faculty shows that on many points there is not unanimity at all. I began to wonder how an institution can truly combat certain behaviors unless it also can explain why they are unacceptable, other than to simply say they are.

Some dishonesty has a legal component, of course, but what interests me more is the idea of a moral basis for making ethical judgments about questionable academic behavior.  I understand that at many of your institutions it is problematic to address policies from this perspective. But at other institutions, especially those with a religious heritage, the moral “why” of academic integrity could well be explained.

Of course, explaining does not equal convincing. Student sensitivity to moral argument runs across a wide spectrum.  On one end, the list of reasons students give for cheating suggests the allure of ethical relativism, and for some there is no line that cannot be crossed. At the other extreme, few students have a tender conscience like that of the preschool daughter of friends of mine who, when she was scolded for a minor act of disobedience, wailed inconsolably, “I’m just like Adam and Eve!” But many students do have a moral sense that can be stimulated to help them make right choices; for this, they probably need something other than a merely pragmatic argument about what the academic community has decided to label dishonest.

The vast majority of students and faculty are in the broad middle, where they can be educated about academic integrity in various ways, whether by an appeal to a societal consensus about what is unethical or to an appeal to conscience. Alpha Chi has always done a good job of encouraging students to excel academically. I think now we have a great opportunity to impact both academics and ethics on campus by calling our institutions to a higher standard of academic integrity. I hope you’ll enlist your chapter in this cause. 

