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Rationale 
 

During my last few years of teaching English 101, beginning in 2010, my 
Composition 101class and Asnuntuck Community College as a whole spent 
a great deal of time talking about cheating.  Asnuntuck partnered with two 
other Connecticut community colleges in reading and discussing a book by 
Susan Blum, My Word!, Plagiarism and College Culture - Cornell University 
Press www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/. We invited Susan Blum to come 
and speak at Asnuntuck. 

I used this focus to help myself and my students understand the 
complexities of plagiarism, in the online era where young people pretty much 
thought of anything online as being fair game to use without attribution. We 
agreed that this was complicated, and I argued over and over with my 
colleagues that figuring out why students cheat was as if not more important 
than catching them and punishing them. This was something of a losing 
battle with my colleagues, but I persisted in taking that approach in my 
classroom, using a group exercise I designed: “Does Cheating Matter:  A 
Critical Thinking Exercise for Groups.”  We had a great time, everyone 
learned a lot, including me, and perhaps some minds were changed by 
seeing the many sides of this topic.  

See link above for the book read by all teachers at the college. I told my 
students about the book, as did other teachers, but they were not required 
to read it, unless they chose to.  Title and link for New York Times article, 
also included in exercise, for article used in my classes as part of the 
exercise: Plagiarism Lines Blur for Students in Digital Age 
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/02/education/02cheat.html 
 

http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?GCOI=80140100330460
http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?GCOI=80140100330460
http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/02/education/02cheat.html
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The Exercise 

DOES CHEATING MATTER? 

A Critical Thinking Exercise for Groups 

Based on the article “Plagiarism Lines Blur for Students in Digital Age” 

Worth Five Points of Extra Credit for Groups 

based on active participation of group members 

including discussion comments and notes 

 

DOES CHEATING MATTER? PART I 

Be ready to discuss these Questions During Class Next Week 

Notes will be given in for a possible 5 points of extra credit for each group at 

the end of the discussion, which may take more than one class 

1. Why do we cheat?  Come up with four reasons and an example for each 
one, e.g. a story of someone who cheated for a particular reason.  It can 
be your own story or of someone else.  You do not have to share 
personal experience, but if you do there will be no repercussions. 
 

2. What do we get when we cheat?  Come up with three benefits and an 
example for each. Once again, use real stories, real examples.  Think 
about personal gains and societal/community gains, if any. 

 
3. Why does it matter if we cheat?  This question speaks to the negative 

effects of cheating.   Think about four reasons why cheating matters, 
what negative effects it has on us personally and on society, both short 
and long term.  Come up with at least four reasons, four examples. 

 
4. What can be done about cheating? Four solutions.  Be very specific. 

Think seriously about this. Don’t just say, hey, it can’t change.  Note that 
the article comes up with some suggestions, but think about others.  

 
5. Choose someone from each group to write that group’s responses to 

each question on the board. 
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6. Possible option if time:  Groups discuss the responses and select the 
most powerful one from the list on the board. Each group shares its 
response with the whole class. 

 

NOTE:  DO NOT JUST RELY ON THE IDEAS IN THE ARTICLE. THIS WILL NOT 

LEAD TO EARNING THOSE FIVE POINTS OF EXTRA CREDIT. USE THE 

ARTICLE TO GENERATE AND SUPPORT YOUR IDEAS AND EXAMPLES, BUT 

DON’T JUST PARROT WHAT THE ARTICLE SAYS. 

DOES CHEATING MATTER? PART II 

To be Done in Class the Week after Part I 

1. Each group will come up with an opening paragraph, with a statement 
that grabs the reader leading into a clear thesis for a possible essay on 
cheating.  The thesis can be informative, e.g. focusing on the reasons for 
cheating; or focusing the effects of cheating on the individual and 
society, both short and long term; or explaining the concept of cheating, 
perhaps by using a definition, breaking cheating down into three or four 
different kinds of cheating and showing what all four have in common; or 
an argument, e.g. we must do something about cheating because .  .  .  .     

 
2. Groups will write their opening paragraphs on the board. 

 

3. All students’ one-page written response to the article, all notes of 
discussion, and written paragraph on cheating are due next week, in a 
folder for up to five points of extra credit for group members. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Note to other teachers:  This can be modified in many ways 

to fit your needs.  The most important thing I found, however, 

was that it is essential to do this near the end of the semester, 

when your students feel safe, know one another, and are used 

to working in groups.  I use groups throughout the semester. 

Students sat at tables in every class and took a lot of 

responsibility for learning from each other.  
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Sample Individual Response to student: 

Kristyn,  

As I e-mailed you, your response to the critical thinking exercise, “Does Cheating Matter?,” 

is truly exceptional  Not only have you responded in impressive detail to each of the 

questions, you have gone well beyond the assignment with the level of your critical thinking, 

exploring each point thoughtfully and insightfully, drawing powerful conclusions, and making 

important connections, as well as using vivid, persuasive examples.   

I am very happy that you have agreed to allow me to use this in future discussions of “Does 

Cheating Matter,” both in classes and with the college community.    I will of course take 

your name off the questions before sharing your terrific writing and your excellent ideas, 

which will be very helpful to me and other instructors and administrators, as we explore 

ways in which we can be more helpful to students in this area.  

You have earned the full 5 points for this assignment, of course, as well as 3 additional 

points for the exceptional work you put into this.  

As I said, I didn’t mark up your writing with my usual oohs and ahs, because I thought it 

would be simpler with all you have going on for me to just keep the printed out copy, and I 

can use your e-mailed agreement as permission, or you can give me a brief, signed note of 

permission before the end of semester. 

Lovely work.  

8 points 
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