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As the variety of information offered
via the Internet grows at a stagger-

ing pace, so too do the ethical issues
associated with online learning. Among
the gray areas program administrators
and faculty must contend with are cheat-
ing and plagiarism; the changing roles of
instructors; and copyright and ownership
issues.

The battle for academic integrity
In general, technology has simplified

the act of cheating for those inclined to
do so. "In the past, you had to plan toO - plagiarize," explains Lawrence Hinman,
director of the Values Institute at the
University of San Diego. "Now, at 11
p.m. you can get on the Web and hand
in a (plagiarized) paper by 8 a.m. It's
not that students are less honest than
before, it's that information is so fast."

Hinman, whose institute has
addressed the issue of academic integrity,
says honesty in distance education
coursework is a growing concern. "A lot
of people see it as part of the larger pic-
ture - a stepping stone to professional
integrity. If you cheat early, you'll keep
doing it until you get caught."

According to one set of statistics, 20
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percent of all students will cheat when-
ever they have a chance, 20 percent
won't cheat under any circumstances,
and 60 percent are part of "the battle for
academic integrity."

"Thefailure offaculty to

address the issue of integrity

with their students sends the

message that it's an issue which

they don't care about." - -

"High quality teachers have a large
impact on the middle group," says
Hinmann. "Academic dishonesty arises
when there's a vacuum of good teach-
ing."

It's important to instill the right val-
ues in students before they progress too
far in their education - especially since
middle and high school students are
starting to do considerably more work
online, says Hinman. He suggests insti-
tutions develop ethics policy statements
so students and faculty are clear about
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the ground rules at all times. In setting
such standards, policymakers must fully
consider the myriad situations that could
occur. He cites the following example:

An introduction to physics student
finds that another university has online
answers to the same questions that are
part of her homework. Is it wrong for
her to consult them?

A policy statement would provide
dear guidance on this issue, says
Hinman.

Let students know the ground rules
_.At Dakota-State University
(Madison, S.D.), where Deb Gearhart is
director of distance education and web
technology, individual professors deter-
mine the cheating policies for their
courses. It's very important for faculty to
outline their ethical standards to stu-
dents before a course begins, she says.
"Our faculty members stress their con-
cerns with plagiarism in their syllabi."

Gearhart, who has worked for 16
years in distance education, originally at
Penn State, says this dialogue must be
twofold. "One of the areas that I teach
- and that I have talked to my faculty
about - is that they need to explain not
only what is ethically right, but what is
legally right.

"Students' attitudes on web research
are changing at all levels, including K-
12," she says. "This is when they devel-
op habits and philosophies about what is
acceptable." For example, she notes
how common it is for young people to
download music and movies onto CDs
without giving much thought to copy-
right issues. They need to understand
what the law permits, and what it pro-
hibits, she stresses.
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Since a big part of Dakota State's mis-
sion is to integrate technology, more and
more courses are combining classroom
and online experiences. Teaching stu-
dents how to gather accurate information
online has become a much greater part of
the university's effort, says Gearhart.
'We have an information literacy compo-
nent for students so they know how to do
proper research on the Web to determine
what is valid information."

Additionally, online education has
created a psychological distance for stu-
dents, says Gearhart. Since they don't
have face-to-face contact with their
instructors and others taking a course,
they don't see a direct response to their
actions. This might be good for the qui-
eter student, who now feels more com-
fortable expressing opinions. But it also
encourages some students to act in ways
they wouldn't even consider in a tradi-
tional classroom, such as issuing criti-
cisms of other students' work or using
profanity in the messages they post.

Ultimately, says Gearhart, the respon-
sibility for appropriate conduct is shared
equally by instructors and those they
teach. "Faculty must set standards for
ethics; students need to take pride in
their work and behavior."

What role should faculty play?
Another ethical issue that online and

other distance education programs face is
the changing role of instructors. "It's
possible to teach certain kinds of courses
almost automatically," says Hinman.
"Sophisticated software can even recog-
nize why a student made a particular
type of mistake."

This can be good for training, he says,
but as time goes on, it can diminish the
role of the teacher. "The sense of a class
being taught by a particular person can
go away. Individuals bring a certain feel
and approach to the course that is not
there when the individual moves on."
This is an important consideration for
those directing distance programs, he

adds.
On a related issue, many institutions

have growing concerns over who holds
the rights to a class. If a course is put
online by a professor and then the uni-
versity wants someone else to teach it,
who owns it? asks Hinman. It could end
up that courses are developed by well-
known people and taught by others, such
as teaching assistants, he suggests.

Further, since distance education is
becoming a popular tool with for-profit
institutions, publishers are finding a fer-
tile market for selling more than just
textbooks. Now they are peddling cours-
es as well. This leads to a situation in
which universities may be able to pur-
chase a section of English 101 for less
than it would cost to have a professor
develop it. More and more, professors
are disappearing as part of courses, says
Hinman. Institutions need to weigh the
effect this has on their students, their
faculty and their reputations.

For the most part, ethical issues for
distance education must be weighed in
the same ways as ethical issues for tradi-
tional classroom education, says Rutgers
University Professor Don McCabe, a
founding member of The Center for
Academic Integrity. "The failure of fac-
ulty to address the issue of integrity with
their students sends the message to at
least some that it's an issue which they
don't care about."

He concludes, "Fairness is a critical
issue to many students, and faculty
behaviors which enable cheating by some
almost always lead to cheating by others
who feel they have no choice but to
cheat so that their GPA is not disadvan-
taged."

Related links:
The Values Institute
<http://ethics.acusd.edu/values/>

The Center for Academic Integrity
<http://www.academicintegrity.org/> q
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