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Abgract

Althoughoneof the mog important values of higher education is academic integrity,
research indicates tha chesting is pervasive on college campuses. One of the emerging
complexities in examining academic integrity is the use and impact of online environments. The
purpose of this study was to explore the online behaviors of undegraduaes throughthe
examinaion of student pogingson an unofficial, unmonitored onlinediscussion boad. The
andysis of thediscussion boadsresulted in three categories of pogings Help Room, Double
Check, and Cheating. Focusgroupsyielded six themes aboutthe use of discussion boads
Approaches to usgng thediscussion boards Professor influence, Impact of course content and
characteristics, Student responsbility, and Cultural norms of discussion boads Online
discussion boadsare ripewith ingghts abouthow technologically savvy students are

experiendng college



Unofficial DiscussonBoads 3

Althoughoneof the mog important values of higher education is academic integrity,
research indicates that chegting is pervasive on college campuses (McCabe & Trevino, 1993
1997;Whitley, 1998;Whitley & Keith-Spiegd, 2002). There are differences in opinion aboutthe
primary factors that influence studentsGdecisionsto engagein collegiate cheating, especialy the
relative importance of situaional factors (e.g., class size) and theinfluence of peers (Dalton,
1998;McCabe & Trevino, 1993 1997;Roth & McCabe, 1995;Whitley, 1998) To effectively
promote the value of academic integrity, moreinformation is needed aboutthe complex and
multiple influences that impact studentsOdecisionsaboutchesting behaviors.

One of the emerging complexities in examining academic integrity isthe use and impact
of online environments. Much of theresearch tha has examined theimpact of thelnternet on
academic integrity has focused on plagiarism (Lester & Diekhoff, 2002 Scanlon & Neumann,
2002 Undawood & Szabo, 2003) Research has also been conduded on the effectiveness of the
use of online course tools designed and modeated by an ingructor (e.g., Hofstad, 2003) Not
much in known aboutthe effect on academic integrity and learning of studentsCuse of unofficial,
unnmonitored onlinediscussion boads

Literature Review

Recent research on academic integrity has focused on theinfluence of peersona
student® decision to cheat. Scanlon and Neumann (2002)foundthat students estimated peer
cheating a a highe level than it actudly occurred. McCabeand Trevino (1993,1997)foundtha
peer approvd or disapprovd and perceived level of cheating among peers were the mos
influential factorsin a student® decision whether or notto chest. They aso speculated that large

schools may have a more difficult time communicating ingitutiond policies, which increases the
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importance of peers. Hall and Kuh (1998)suggested tha discrediting the opiniontha everybody
cheatsis akey strategy for curbing collegiate cheating.

Much has also been written on therole faculty play in discouraging academic dishonesty.
Pincusand Schmelkin (2003)founddifferences in theways that faculty approached situaionsof
academic dishonesty as well as significant disagreements aboutwha actionscondituted
academic dishonesty. Student and faculty opinionsalso vary aboutthe behaviors tha conditute
cheating as well as the severity of certain cheating behaviors. Students tend to view cheating
more leniently than faculty do, distinguishing between cheating they allow to hgopen, such as not
reporting someonethey see cheating, and cheating in which they pesondly engage, such as
buying aterm paper (Graham, Mondg, OBrien & Steffen, 1994) Faculty and students agree
tha intentiond cheating, bringing a cheat sheet to atest, is more severe than oppotunistic
cheating, looking at someoneelse@ paper if it is exposed (Whitley & Keith-Spiegd, 2002) The
disagreements and confuson over wha congitutes academic dishonesty impact student benavior
(Kibler, 1998)

Severa studies have detailed situaiond factors tha impact cheating behavior, such as
class size (Cummings& Romano, 202; Ford & Richadson, 1994;Hall & Kuh, 1998;Lester &
Diekhoff, 2002; McCabe & Trevino,1993,1997;Whitley, 1998) Cheating is more commonin
large, lower-level courses because of inareased student anonynity, ease of cheating, and low
perceived risk of being caught Lower-level courses are typicaly popukted by younge students,
apopukbtion more likely to cheat. Unfortunaely, modifying the size of lower-level coursesis
often notfeasible for largeingitutions

A relatively new situdiond factor impacting academic integrity in college classroonsis

the Internet. Much of the research examining therelationsip between Internet use and cheating



Unofficial DiscussonBoads 5

has focused ontheissue of plagiarism. Theexpandng availability of texts andinformation
online has further confused the definition of what conditutes academically dishonest benavior
(Scanlon & Neumann, 2002) A consnsusas to whether the Internet has caused an increase in
cheating behaviors has not been reached (Lester & Diekhoff, 2002 Undewood & Szabo,2003.
Some bdieve that theease of use and convenient availability of the Internet hasincreased
cheating, while others have foundtha theInternet isjus onemore tool for students who were
already proneto cheating.
In addition to utilizing the Internet to access information, today® college students also
use it to communicate with thar peers, asilludrated by the popdarity of sodal networking sites
such as Facebookand MySpeace. This interaction creates online communities tha can influence
studentsCettitudes and behaviors (Tapscott, 1998) The purpos of this study was to explore the
onlinebehaviors of undegraduaes in two largelower-level undegraduae courses at alarge
Midwestern research university (pseudonymMRU) throughthe examination of student pogings
onan unofficial, unmonitored onlinediscussion boad and student focus group reactionsto those
postings Specifically the study was designed to address the following research questions
1. Wha arethechaacteristics of the college student conveasationstha occur on an undficial,
unmonitored onlinediscussion boad focused on an academic course?

2. Wha impect does theavailability of an unofficial, unmonitored onlinediscussion boad
have on academic integrity in an academic course?

3. How do students perceive the convasationstha occur in an undficial, unmonitored online
discussion boad focused on an academic course?

Research Design
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This study involved two components: 1) an andysis of the student pogingsonthe
discussion boadsrelated to an introdudory Accounting course and an introdudory Chemistry
course, and 2) student focus group discussionsabout the content and interpretation of the
pogingsand the usage of onlinetools in academic courses.

Theonline environment explored in this study (pssudonymallcollegeweb) was created
in 1997by an alumnusof MRU. Thesite has no official affiliation with MRU and predaes the
popukrity of soda neworkingsites. It was created as a place for students to collaborate on
onlinehomework problems. When this study was conduded, allcollegeweb boasted 45,906
registered students, 86,740class discussion entries, and 11,849 professor ratings Thesite
requires tha students certify that they are nota professor or administrator at MRU by clickingon
abox prior to logging-in. Thesiteis primarily used by MRU students to discuss courses and
ingructors. Thecourse specific discussion boadsallow students to initiate message threadsto
which other students can respond. The message threads are not monitored in any way and remain
active for 30 days.

Thetwo courses chosen for this study were an introdudory Accouning course and an
introdudory Chemistry course. The courses were cho%en based on enrollment, number of
pogings and course usage within competitive magjors. In the Spring 2004semester, Accouning
had an enrollment of approximately 800students in two sectionsand Chemistry had
approximately 1000in three sections Accouning had 147 messagethreadsonits allcollegeweb
discussion boad and Chemistry had 600,the mog of any course listed on alcollegeweb. These
characteristics were used to increase thelikelihoodof finding online situaionswhich would
impact academic integrity. As noted above cheating is more likely in large courses popukted by

younge students and in courses which are consdered competitive (Whitley, 1998).
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Data Collection and Analysis — Discussion Board Postings

In an effort to capture the characteristics of the college student convesationstha
occurred on allcollegeweb for thetwo courses, the entire semester® podingsfor each course
were collected. In previousingances at MRU when students were accused of academic integrity
violationsrelated to alcollegeweb only sngpshots of the pogingswere examined (Roeschke,
2004) Theresearche felt tha thefull context of the pogingswas necessary to explore the
characteristics of alcollegeweb and itsimpact on academic integrity in the courses.

A combindion of quantitative and quditative approaches to content anadysis was used to
examinethe pogings(Love 2003;Whitt, 1992) The pogingson allcollegeweb are organized
online by message thread. Several aspects of the podingswere quantified. For example, the
number of pods pe week and pe day were calculated and compared to activities occurringin
the course over that time period. In addition to the quantified aspects, indudive reasoning was
used to sort themessage threadsinto categories. The andysis was guided by Lincoln and Guba3
(1985) concepts of unitizing and categorizing.

All 147 message threads from the Accouning course@ discussion board were andyzed.
Because of thelarge number of message threads contained in the Chemistry course® discussion
boad, only a sample of those threadswas andyzed. The sample was chosen based onthe
calenda of events (syllabug of theclass. The sample induded two online homework sets and
oneexam.

Data Collection and Analysis Method — Student Focus Groups

Four student focus groupswere conduded. The focus groupsserved three purmposs. to

triangulate the categories developeal by the researcher in the content andysis of thediscussion

boad pogings to learn how students described theimpeact of allcollegeweb on academic
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integrity in ther courses, and to discover how the students perceived the convesationsthat
occurred on alcollegeweb.

Thefoausgroupprotocol had two sections In section ong the participants were asked
aboutthar knowledgeof and experiences with online academic environments. In section two,
the participants were asked to read and react to severa excerpts from podingson allcollegeweb.
Thefocusgroupswere tape-recorded, transcribed, and andyzed usng theindudive reasoning
approach mentioned above(Lincoln & Gubg 1985.

A total of seventeen students paticipated. Thegroupsinduded ten females and seven
males. Five sophonores, five juniors, and seven seniors participated. They®e majors represented
thefollowing colleges: Bugness, Communication, Education, Engineering, and Natural Science.
An effort was madeto recruit students who had completed at least 42 credits (hdf-way between
sophonore and junior standing). This was doneto increase the likelihoodtha the students might
have taken the Accouning course or Chemistry course unde investigation. Also, by this number
of creditsitislikely that the participants had experienced at least oneclass with an
alcollegeweb discussion boad, even if it wasn®the Accouning or Chemistry course unde
investigation.

Results

Thecontent andysis of the message threadsresulted in three categories of podings Help
Room, Double Check, and Cheating. These categories were confirmed throughthefocusgroup
convasations In addition, thefocus groupsresulted in five themes regarding the impect of the
availability of an unofficial, unmonitored online discussion boad on academic integrity and
studentsOperceptionsof the convasationstha occurred on the discussion boad.

Discussion Board Posting Categories
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(Help RoomOposgingswere discussionsof problems tha were similar to those onemight
heer in astudy groupor hep room Those who poded didn®ask for answers but asked for
explanaionsof the process for solving the problems, typically after explainingwha they@
already unsuccessfully attempted. Help Room podingsaccounied for 62% of the Accouning
pogingsand 53% of the Chemistry podings One sudents described this category as follows:

If youwere sitting with your friendsand your friend knew how to do the problem

and heexplained it to you step by step, you wouldn® consider tha chesting. |

don®see tha much of a difference between going onlinewhen you have this

wondeful world wideweb and all this stuff that we can utilize to find out howto

doit.

Mouble CheckOpodingstypically involved oneperson asking for theanswers with a
clarification that they@ aready completed their own work and now wanted to doubke check that
they@ completed it correctly. Double Check podingsaccounted for 21% of the Accouning
pogingsand 13% of the Chemistry podings This student thoughttha use of allcollegeweb to
ouble CheckOwas a responsble way to use thediscussion boads

| thoughtit was really nice how a persontried it ontheir own and they weren®

ableto doit so they®e asking for hdp to see where they went wrong. Tha@ a

responsble thing | think to ask because you might not see it, but someoneelse can

jud look at it and say ohtha should bea postive sign, tha should beanegaive

sign.

CCheatingQpogdingswere s mply requests for answers with no explanaions or podings
of anawers with no explanaions Chesating pogings accounted for 17% of the Accounting

podingsand 30% of the Chemistry pogings
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Focus Group Themes

During thefocusgroups participants were asked aboutther overall experiences with
course related onlinetechnology induding official tools such as Blackboad, Angd, andthe
onlinehomework system, as well as unofficial tools such as alcollegeweb. In addition, they
were asked to describethe characteristics of pogingstheresearcher had culled from
alcollegeweb. Thefocusgroupsyielded six themes aboutthe use of discussion boads
Approaches to usgng thediscussion boards Professor influence, Impact of course content and
characteristics, Student respongbility, and Cultural nomms of discussion boads

Students were very open aboutthear use of alcollegeweb. A few students proudly
prodaimed ther participaion in course discusson boadsand were notat all apoogeic about
cheating, By and largewhen it conaernshomework, | will usudly go straight to [the site]. |
don®have time to do thehomework so 1@l just go and copy it down and do whatever.Oln
contrast, other students seemed embarrassed to admit ther participaion. Mog students defended
thar paticipaionin thediscussion boadsandingsted it was not chedting,

I know | used theword chesting but| still, this might soundkind of lame, but|

gtill don®necessarily condder it chesting because when | go on and look at the

forum, 1@n trying to find an explanation of this equaion or howyou solve this

problem and once |l seeit, then | usudly say ohand | undestand howto doiit.

Overdl, mog paticipants agreed tha qudity teaching could curtail online cheating.
Participants hdd professors responsble if students were goingto the site because the materia
hadn®been taughtwell. A few students noted tha onlineinteraction by the professor influenced
students action, Q think tha his spending thetimeto do that [interact with the students onling]

really encouraged people to use maybe methodsthat hewanted usto use indead of jug you
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know going to [the site].OFindly, students expected professors to knowwhat was going onin
the allcollege.web environment, but at the same time they felt strongly tha professors shouldn®
illegdly log-onto thesite to spy onthem.

Participants aso noted tha the content and characteristics of the course played arolein
studentsConline behaviors. Mogt mentioned that discussion boards were more frequently utilized
in science courses because of the naure of the content and the structure of the assignments. Also,
paticipants agreed that class size had a strongimpact. They also felt tha a person@ usage of
allcollegeweb dependad onthevaluethey placed on the course content.

Do chem majors cheat in chemistry classif tha@wha they want to dofor therest

of ther life? Me persondly, if | know | need to learn that for medical school or

whatever, | can®afford to chest. 1t@ going to come back to get me, so | wond.

| take thetimeto study and learn it.

Althoughmuch of thefocusgroup convesationsfocused on externd factors tha led to
studentsQusage of allcollegeweb, mog participants did acknowledgethat the students
themselves were responsble for their own actions Some students claimed tha they used thecite
to get their homework in ontime, butthen went back and learned the material later, Of youde
stressed out aboutit and just want to get done then fine But me, I® go back and make sure |
know it.OA few students argued that learning did occur throughthe action of poging to the
discussion boad, (GBometimes it hdpsyouif you spent alongtime trying to figure outthe
eguéion then you go online and write up an explanation. It kind of cementsit in your mind.O

Asthey were examining theallcollegeweb podings, participants commented onthe

behaviors they expected of ther fellow students. They noted tha pogingswere often polite,



Unofficial DiscussonBoads 12

Or ou do say please and thank you. 1t3 oneof theonly places where | see people usng please
and thank you OParticipants also commented on the expectation of reciprodity:

| know when |®n completely logt onaquestion| go to [thesite] and usudly

someonewill explain something in away and alight bulb goes off and |

undestand it. And so when there( a question tha people seem to be having

trouble with and | undestand it, | want to go onand putup apog tha will

hopdully dothe same thing for somebody else, because if nobodyputs up pods

then it won®work. YouQe gotto give and take.
Findly, students noted tha if someoneis perceived to behdding back information and not
following thenom of reciprodty, being polite is no longe required.

Discussion

Thefocusgroupconvesationsdemongdrated tha stuaiond factors have an effect onthe
frequency and purpose of alcollegeweb usage Consgstent with previousacademic integrity
research, the participants bdieved tha class size had a strongimpact on theways in which they
and ther peers utilized alcollegeweb. It important to remember tha the participants did not
equae usage of allcollegeweb with cheating. It wasn®theincreased anonynity or low perceived
risk of being caughttha contributed mog to theclass size effect, it was the perception tha it was
difficult to ask questionsand get clarificationin aclass with several hunded students.

An additiond course-related situaiond factor tha the participants mentioned as having
an impact on alcollegeweb usage was course content or subject matter. This factor has notbeen
adequaely explored in theacademic integrity literature. Mog studies have asked students about

cheating in genera but not explored content specific behaviors.
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1t@ difficult to say whether the participantsGcomments regarding faculty influence are
congmuent with available research ontherole faculty play in encouraging academic integrity
because much of that literature concernsfaculty opinionsor compares faculty opinionswith
student opinions This study reveaed that student opinionsand behavior can be shgped by ther
perception of faculty opinion and behavior, as demongrated by theimpact of faculty willingness
to interact online

Conduson

The participantsCcomments regarding allcollegeweb illugrate tha theimpact of the
availability of an unofficial, unmonitored onlinediscussion boad on academic integrity is not
black and white. More research is needed to discern whether the site encourages cheating or
enhances learning. The participants contendad tha whether or notusng alcollegeweb
condituted cheating behavior depended uponthemotivation of theuser andthe user@ prior
attempts at completing hisher own work.

This study does not offer conaete answers to the question of theuse of unofficial online
discussion boadsand academic integrity. | do hope that it will serve as a catalyst to broaden the
convesation aboutthe use of the Internet by students beyondtheissue of plagiarism. | bdieve
tha student initiated online convasationshave the potential to enhance learning. Our chdlenge
as educators is to create learning environments which take advantage of that potential without
giving rise to irrespongble actions In addition, we need to teach our students howto utilize the
Internet as a powerful tool for learning rather than a convenient tool for cheating.

Althoughthis study focused on onlineinteractionsrelated to specific academic courses,
an investigation of studentsOonline conversationscan also provide valuable information about

studentsOperceptionsof their college experiences. Student affairs professionds and faculty could
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use this daato enhance learning bath ingde and outside of the classroom Administrators could
use theinformation to better undestand theimpact of policies related to academic integrity.
Onlinediscussion boadsare ripewith ingghts abouthow technologically savvy students are

experiencdng college
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