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                    Cheating Is Reaching Epidemic Proportions

                    Worldwide, Researchers Say

                    By PAUL DESRUISSEAUX

                                                                 Toronto

                    A disturbing and fast-growing problem now plagues education

                    around the world: academic fraud. 

                    Cheating, plagiarism, the falsification of credentials, and other forms

                    of misrepresentation by students, faculty members, and

                    administrators at all levels of education have reached epidemic

                    proportions, say a pair of senior scholars in comparative education

                                             who are studying the problem.

                                             What's to blame? The pressures

                                             of the marketplace, with a big

                                             assist from new technology. 

                                             That's the view of Harold J. Noah

                                             of Teachers College at Columbia

                                             University and Max A. Eckstein

                    of Queens College of the City University of New York, who have

                    been collaborators for three decades. The two emeritus professors

                    described their current research at this month's annual meeting here

                    of the Comparative and International Education Society. 

                    "Cheating is now ubiquitous in the United States and overseas,"

                    said Mr. Noah. "The competitive pressure on every actor in

                    education, from the school systems to the universities, fuels this

                    growing misconduct." 

                    He said students who cheat often do so because they are desperate

                    to qualify for admission or to attain a credential. But these days,

                    even the behavior of educational administrators is being

                    compromised by competitive pressures. 

                    That, suggested Mr. Noah, is what probably led officials in the

                    Austin, Tex., school system to try to illegally invalidate the results of

                    some of their lowest-scoring students on the 1998 Texas

                    Assessment of Academic Skills examination so that the district's

                    overall results would look better. For tampering with the test

                    results, the school district and a deputy superintendent were

                    charged with altering government records in two separate,

                    16-count indictments handed down this month. 

                    Perhaps more disturbing than the prevalence of cheating, said Mr.

                    Eckstein, is that it is now widely tolerated and, in some parts of the

                    world, has become institutionalized. 

                    "In India, a law passed in the state of Uttar Pradesh to try to

                    control cheating sparked such a public uproar that legislators were

                    forced to repeal it," he said. 

                    Advances in technology have made it even more difficult to prevent

                    cheating. The Internet, he said, is home to "hundreds of term-paper

                    vendors and diploma mills." 

                    "The labor costs of plagiarism have fallen dramatically," said Mr.

                    Noah, in an interview. "Nowadays, you just download it from the

                    Internet into your word processor and submit it as your own. It's

                    often difficult to detect plagiarism from Internet sources." 

                    Most universities, he said, "now have a set of rules for students and

                    staff members that define what is plagiarism and what is a

                    misrepresentation of credentials." 

                    Still, cheating has become "a fairly serious problem, and instructors

                    in higher education are finding it difficult to counter." 

                    To thwart fraud, he said, many faculty members have turned away

                    from the traditional term-paper requirement and are using other

                    means to assess the knowledge and thinking skills of their students,

                    including exams in which they are asked to write extended

                    paragraphs in response to specific questions or problems. 

                    The scholars, who are collecting evidence from around the world,

                    say fraud is not just a U.S. problem. In other countries they have

                    studied -- Australia, Britain, France, Germany -- cheating is

                    widespread. 

                    "And in many other countries where it is prevalent, it's not viewed

                    as a problem," said Mr. Noah. "On the Indian subcontinent,

                    everybody expects cheating and the falsification of credentials, and

                    in Russia and other former Soviet states, everyone knows that

                    teachers want bribes in exchange for good grades." 

                    Cheating and academic fraud are also big problems in both China

                    and Japan, although the scholars have yet to turn their full attention

                    to those countries. "In Japan, there's a tremendous amount of

                    misconduct that goes on to get into higher levels of education," said

                    Mr. Noah. 

                    While the problem is not as bad in the United States as in some

                    other countries, "it does exist at all levels of education," he said.

                    "Some sociological surveys have shown that a horrendous

                    proportion of American students -- more than half -- are quite

                    prepared to acknowledge that they have cheated in one form or

                    another." 

                    Among faculty members in higher education, said Mr. Noah,

                    "outright plagiarism tends to be pretty rare, given the number of

                    academics in this country. But the embellishment of credentials, the

                    puffing up of what's been done to make it look better, goes on

                    more and more." 

                    Earlier works by the pair include Secondary School

                    Examinations: International Perspectives on Policies and

                    Practice (Yale University Press, 1993) and Examinations:

                    Comparative and International Studies (Pergamon Press,

                    1992). 

                    Mr. Noah said that he and Mr. Eckstein had been doing research

                    on academic fraud for more than a year, and that they expected to

                    complete their book on the subject in about 12 months. The

                    working title is Fraud and Education: The Worm in the Apple. 
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