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Abstract

Although there is much discussion exploring the potential causes of plagiarism, there
is limited research available which provides evidence as to the academic
interventions which may help reduce this. This paper discusses a bespoke English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) programme introduced at the university level, aimed at
improving the academic writing standards of students, reducing plagiarism, and
detecting cases of contract cheating. Results from 12 semesters of academic
misconduct data (n = 12,937) demonstrate a 37.01% reduction in instances of
detected plagiarism following the intervention, but due to limited data, cannot
demonstrate a direct impact on reducing detected rates of contract cheating. The
results also show a lower than expected proportion of plagiarised assignments
(3.46%) among submissions.
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Introduction
Academic dishonesty is not a new problem for higher education service providers.

However, the rising availability of information sources which can easily be accessed by

student writers, as well as essay-writing services heavily marketed towards university

students, has led to an increase in discussions on this topic in both the media and aca-

demic journals. One way in which universities have attempted to monitor and control

academic integrity is through the use of text matching software such as Turnitin. How-

ever, Turnitin and other software packages used to detect similarities between text

submissions have been widely acknowledged as far from a perfect solution to ‘solve’

plagiarism (Heckler et al. 2012; McKeever 2006; Scheg 2012) as they do not inherently

detect whether plagiarism has occurred.

Aside from cases of plagiarism that can be detected using text matching software,

other, more subtle and difficult to detect forms of plagiarism such as contract cheating

also need to be addressed. Throughout this paper, we use the term ‘contract cheating’

to refer to any form of plagiarism where a student has contracted another individual or

organisation to carry out assessed work on their behalf.
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Although student use of contract cheating services are not new (Lancaster and Cul-

win 2007) and prevalence of this behaviour is low (Rundle et al. 2019), they are becom-

ing more visible, to the point where it is not uncommon to see these services

advertised on social media. These services show evidence of being mature, well-

established commercial operations, suggesting that there is a substantial demand feed-

ing this supply (Ellis et al. 2018).

In this study, we present and discuss an intervention designed to improve the aca-

demic writing skills of students, reduce levels of plagiarism, and provide a tool to assist

in the detection of contract cheating, by capturing a ‘fingerprint’ of a writing sample in

an offshore international higher education service provider: British University Vietnam

(BUV). BUV has operated in Vietnam’s capital city, Hanoi, since 2009. Although the

faculty are entirely expatriate employees, almost all the students are Vietnamese, and

therefore use English as their second or even third language. BUV faces the same prob-

lems as any other university with regards to plagiarism threats. However, due to the

suggested negative relationship in the literature between English language ability and

the propensity to commit plagiarism (Abasi and Graves 2008; Bretag 2007; Chen and

Ku 2007; Goh 2015; Jones 2011; Li 2015; Marshall & Garry 2006; Perkins et al. 2018;

Pennycook 1996; and Walker and White 2014), BUV must be more aware of the poten-

tial threats of plagiarism in its student body. In this paper we focus specifically on how

the use of a bespoke English for Academic Purposes (EAP) programme (referred to in-

ternally as the Academic English Masterclass) may improve the academic writing skills

of students, assist in reducing overall plagiarism levels within BUV, and specifically, as-

sist in the identification of cases of contract cheating. As proposed by Kakkonen and

Mozgovoy et al. (2010), we demonstrate how a final exam for this programme may be

used to help identify potential cases of contract cheating by providing ‘fingerprints’ of a

writing style which may be checked for consistency against a piece of work submitted

later.
Literature review

Although there are multiple definitions and characterisations of plagiarism (see: Park

2004; Bennett et al. 2011; Mozgovoy et al. 2010), for the purpose of this paper, we refer

to plagiarism as an act of submitting a document that belongs partially or completely

to somebody else without due reference, and therefore misrepresents the effort that has

been carried out by the submitting author. It is important to recognise that plagiarism

can also occur unintentionally. We believe that the primary benefit of the initiative we

present is that it has the potential to reduce instances of unintentional plagiarism by

developing the academic skills of students, whilst also serving as a disincentive to the

minority of students who seek to benefit by engaging in one or more deliberate forms

of plagiarism discussed above. However, as the analysis presented in this paper uses in-

stitutional data on detected cases of plagiarism, we cannot differentiate between delib-

erate and accidental cases of plagiarism.

The reasons students engage in plagiarism has been well explored in numerous other

papers, but as most students at BUV are Non-Native English Speakers (NNES), we wish

to highlight the effect that low levels of English may have on incidences of plagiarism.

This finding is supported by Bretag et al. (2018) who found that a factor influencing
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contract cheating prevalence was the use of a language other than English in students’

homes. Studies which have found a generally negative relationship between English lan-

guage ability and plagiarism include Abasi and Graves (2008), Bretag (2007), Bretag

et al. (2018), Chen and Ku (2007), Goh (2015), Jones (2011), Li (2015), Marshall and

Garry (2006), Pennycook (1996), Perkins et al. (2018), and Walker and White (2014).

However, many studies exploring this relationship are based on self-reported data from

both students (Goh 2015; Jones 2011) and faculty (Abasi and Graves 2008; Bretag 2007;

Li 2015; Walker and White 2014) which raise methodological concerns about the

potential validity of this relationship.

In terms of interventions which may assist in combatting plagiarism, several options

have been suggested in the relevant literature. These include an online academic integ-

rity module (Belter and du Pré 2009; Curtis et al. 2013), a web-based module with a

blended method on plagiarism (Stetter 2013), an online quiz through Blackboard

(O'Donnell 2011), a plagiarism assignment (Davis 2011), an ethics-related module (Guo

2011), computer simulations and games as a preventative measure (Bradley 2015),

marker training and the use of novel detection software, (Dawson et al. 2019; Dawson

et al. 2019) and student plagiarism workshops (Chen and Van Ullen 2011; Hoanca

2019). Soto et al. (2004), and Levine and Pazdernik (2018) provide clear evidence of a

reduction in plagiarism following a combination of initiatives, including structured edu-

cational modules, implementation of policies, increasing the difficulty of plagiarism by

requiring students to submit drafts, and ensuring there are consequences of plagiarism.

The fear of consequences arising from being caught committing plagiarism was also

shown to be a strong deterrent to plagiarism by Bennett (2005). Amigud and Lancaster

(2019) also identify that in some cases, familial involvement occurs in the process of

purchasing contract cheating services, although it is not specified how this takes place.

The authors suggest that ultimately, reducing contract cheating should focus on detec-

tion rather than attempting to stop it happening in the first place.

Proposals which have been suggested to specifically reduce contract cheating include:

collecting writing samples from students (McLafferty and Foust 2004; Jones & Sheri-

dan, 2014); setting assignments that specifically refer to lecture contents rather than

generic essays (McLafferty and Foust 2004); improving the teaching and learning envir-

onment, including the relationship between staff and students and reducing the turn-

around time of assessments (Wallace and Newton 2014); ‘designing out’ plagiarism

(Fazel and Kowkabi 2014) by providing alternative forms of assessment such as exams,

oral presentation (Lines 2016), internship experience and field trip-based reports, as

part of a holistic assessment methodology (Goh 2015); and incorporating assessments

that involve critical thinking and personal involvement with the course content (Carroll

2007; Heckler et al. 2012; McLafferty and Foust 2004; Probett 2011).

There is limited research in the field providing evidence of how contract cheating

may be detected in the first place. Clarke and Lancaster (2007) present a ‘Six-Stage

Contract Cheating Detection Process’ for identifying incidences of contract cheating in

computer science assignments. However, this method relies on the availability of public

information; in this case, ‘bids’ to an auction site. This ignores a common pathway of

students obtaining papers from ‘essay mills’ or from advertisements on private social

media groups. Morris (2018) on the other hand, suggests a more holistic model of five

considerations for addressing contract cheating, including determining strategy,
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reviewing institutional policy, developing an understanding of students, edited and revi-

siting practices for assessment and including areas for staff professional development.

Koppel and Winter (2014) demonstrate how computational linguistic methods can be

used to determine whether the author of two documents is the same. Although the re-

sults of their study indicate that this method has a good degree of accuracy in deter-

mining whether two documents were written by one author, it relies on having access

to digital copies of all text being examined. This method is therefore unable to deter-

mine whether contract cheating has taken place, as it is not possible to analyse work

from authors who are not in the existing database.

Clare et al. (2017) present a method of determining whether contract cheating may

have occurred by examining whether unusual patterns exist between the grades re-

ceived by students for unsupervised work compared to those for supervised work. This

approach may be helpful to identify where further investigation could take place, but

given the wide range of factors which could also influence differences in grades be-

tween different types of assessment (student preferences, differences in grading prac-

tices between markers, quantitative vs qualitative assessments, etc.), it cannot be relied

upon by itself as a tool to identify contract cheating.

Dawson and Sutherland-Smith (2018) show that experienced markers were able to

detect contract cheating 62% of the time in one experiment. However, these papers

were all obtained from dedicated contract cheating websites which may be of varying

quality, and the study only examined twenty papers from one course.

Harper et al. (2020) demonstrate that staff are generally skilled at detecting contract

cheating rates for text-rich assessments, but this reported detection rate was lower for

exam-based assessments as opposed to take-home assignments.

Although it is very easy for software solutions to identify text that is already present in

its database, the ability of current software is not yet advanced enough to detect the com-

plexities of contract cheating (Kakkonen and Mozgovoy 2010; Mozgovoy et al. 2010). As

advances in technologies such as deep learning, neural networks, and quantum computing

develop and become available for use in higher education, these difficulties may be eased.

It is worth noting that new products from Turnitin such as Authorship Investigate have

shown potential in identifying contract cheating cases (Dawson et al. 2019) although are

not yet widely available. As software cannot adequately assist with detecting incidences of

contract cheating, this is therefore left to faculty. However, studies such as Lines (2016)

and Malesky et al. (2016) have shown how these contract cheating services can both be

undetected by faculty (despite knowledge of their use) whilst also providing acceptable

grades for the students engaging in these practices.

As there have been few reports of studies which have been specifically designed to

both reduce plagiarism and identify potential cases of contract cheating, we contribute

to the literature by detailing the methods which BUV have taken in order to resolve

this problem, whilst at the same time increasing the academic writing capabilities of

our students.
Language, plagiarism and context in British University Vietnam (BUV)

BUV is a private educational institution which began operations in 2009. BUV holds a

unique position in Vietnam’s higher education system, as the only university to offer
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entirely British undergraduate programmes which are accredited by and offered in part-

nership with two UK universities. As of February 2020, BUV has approximately 700

students primarily studying degrees in Business and Management subjects.

The majority of BUV students are NNES and study a programme comprising two se-

mesters of study per academic year. All students who begin a course of study must have

achieved an English language proficiency score: either an official IELTS Band score of

6.0 with no sub-skill below 5.5, or an alternative English language qualification equiva-

lent to this level.

BUV is in the process of undertaking rapid expansion and has recently relocated to a

suburban campus with a capacity for over 7000 students. This dramatic increase in

scale has the potential to give rise to new and increased risks for academic quality and

reputation, and so it is imperative that appropriate measures are employed to safeguard

the quality and rigour of the programmes offered during this period of growth and in

the future. Consequently, the faculty of BUV has been working towards the develop-

ment of an intervention to detect, reduce, and deter students from voluntarily or invol-

untarily participating in behaviours which would constitute plagiarism, whilst at the

same time improving the key language and study skills required by students studying in

an international educational setting.

Prior to the introduction of the BUV intervention in April 2016, faculty had identified

that many students in their classes may benefit from additional support in developing

their academic study skills. BUV had, by chance, also discovered some challenging cases

of contract cheating and were also anecdotally aware that this was more common in

the student body than previously thought. Due to the historical reliance in the institu-

tion on Turnitin as the key tool to identify instances of plagiarism, a new approach to

managing the academic integrity of the university needed to be taken which could fur-

ther improve the English language ability of students.

As any potential threats to the academic integrity of the BUV programmes need to

be taken extremely seriously, and the potential benefits to the English language ability

of students were clear, the introduction of an initiative to tackle both issues was re-

quired. The highly competitive market of private, international higher education in

Vietnam also means that any additional benefits provided to students may act as mar-

ket differentiators. By developing an initiative which could tackle both issues at BUV,

and therefore increase the likelihood of students attaining good degrees, this would

likely act as a potential selling point to the fee payers and decision makers (most often

the parents of students). In this market, as in many others, a strong reputation is a key

decision-making factor in the choice of universities. If there was a suggestion that the

academic integrity of BUV was anything other than impeccable, this could cause signifi-

cant problems with student recruitment, as well as damage our relationships with local

and international stakeholders.

This intervention had to address several key concerns. Firstly, students had to be pro-

vided with additional academic English classes in order to attempt to reduce feelings of

low confidence and improve their overall ability to write in English. Secondly, students

also had to receive additional support in terms of time management and fostering mo-

tivation. An intervention had to provide a tangible, stringent method of detecting in-

stances of contract cheating. Finally, the intervention had to specify the rules and codes

of conduct relating to academic integrity expected in an international university
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environment, while being careful not to fall into the trap of assuming that Western aca-

demic values are a universal constant.
The intervention: Academic English Masterclass

Based upon the analysis presented above, BUV approved the creation of a standalone

compulsory module for all undergraduate students, entitled Academic English Master-

class (AEM) which ran for the first time in April 2016.

The module consists of 2 hrs of class-based tuition per week for 12 weeks for all

undergraduate students and culminates in a novel final exam, which functions as both

a control and benchmark for students’ English writing ability as well as enabling finger-

printing of submitted work to be carried out.

The process of syllabus development was based on a needs analysis, as suggested

by Nunan (1988), of a convenience sample of 30 students, targeting their ‘neces-

sities, lacks, and wants’ (Nation and Macalister 2010, p.25) and adapted for the

East Asian context based on the research of Cai (2013). This was combined with

informal one-to-one interviews with all 30 members of the sample group, and an

initial diagnostic test in the form of a written essay. The needs analysis revealed

that in terms of composition skills, students required the most assistance with

essay planning, paraphrasing, referencing, and finding relevant sources of informa-

tion. Many final year students admitted to plagiarising when they were unable to

put ideas into their own words or were unable to identify the boundaries of utilis-

ing others’ material versus academic misconduct. This suggests that although first

year students may require more focussed training on academic misconduct policy

and basic EAP training, the requirements for final year students may be different.

This insight was incorporated into the design of the course.

A final consideration in the design of the programme was the international con-

text of BUV. Academic integrity is far from a universal concept and ignores the

Eastern academic tradition of duplicating material as homage (Stowers and Hum-

mel 2011). This is an important consideration in terms of understanding students’

interpretation of plagiarism, and it is possible that the view of reusing material in

‘homage’ is not seen by all students in this cultural context as a breach of aca-

demic integrity. However, research on this area is conflicted, and some authors

suggest that plagiarism is more frequently linked to individual preference rather

than cultural acceptability (Martin 2011). Regardless of this potential cultural para-

digm clash, it remains important in this context that the AEM programme expli-

citly teaches and explains the underlying philosophical foundations of the British

academic system, and the conventions that must be followed to avoid committing

plagiarism.

The needs analysis led to the development of a multidimensional syllabus with the

course goal of raising the awareness of acceptable practices surrounding plagiarism and

academic misconduct, whilst at the same time, developing students’ researching and

writing skills. This is tested by a final written assessment under exam conditions. Stu-

dents are provided with a set of multiple-choice questions to assess knowledge about

acceptable academic practices, and are also set a writing task. In this task they are given

extended extracts from a variety of sources, including academic and non-academic



Perkins et al. International Journal for Educational Integrity            (2020) 16:3 Page 7 of 15
sources of information with differing degrees of bias, and must tackle an essay

question in which they utilise these sources. This procedure ensures that the essay

written by the student (and subsequently used as a fingerprint) is entirely their

own work,1 and also provides them with the opportunity to demonstrate their abil-

ity in every facet of academic writing, including not only grammatical and lexical

accuracy, but also the skills of paragraphing, paraphrasing, referencing, and critical

thinking (as text extracts must be analysed for their impartiality). Alongside the

original exam script is a companion piece, written by the marker, that contains

several key points related to the writer’s ability, along with a band score of 1–9,

which is developed based on a rubric and band score system of English proficiency.

The rubric and band system scores students on grammatical accuracy, coherence,

academic skills (referencing, paragraphing, and synthesis of material), and vocabu-

lary. The marked sample is available for checking by faculty by the time students

submit their summative assignments for their academic modules.

Markers must carry out a check using the writing sample on all high scoring assess-

ments (papers scoring 70% and above), as well as a random selection of 10% of papers

from each set of assessments, with a minimum sample size of six papers. Although all

grading is carried out anonymously, once a paper has been graded, markers are permit-

ted to use the student number to match up with the student name to aid in initial

authorship investigation. All markers are trained how to perform these checks, and this

process is discussed later in the paper.

Following the introduction of this intervention, all students were reminded of the

dangers of plagiarism and new warnings were introduced to all assignment guide-

lines highlighting the severity of consequences if students were caught plagiarising.

All students were made aware that their writing samples obtained during the AEM

exam would be made available online for faculty and misconduct panels to check

if there were any suspicions regarding their writing. New writing samples are ob-

tained every semester from students, approximately 3 weeks before the assignment

submission period begins in order to reduce the likelihood of significant changes

being seen in the writing styles of students over time.
Methods and analysis of results
Data collection and screening

If any student submission is flagged by a marker as a potential plagiarism or contract

cheating case, a process is initiated by the faculty members which ends in the student

being notified by the administration that that they are required to attend an informal

meeting to discuss their work. Most cases of plagiarism are resolved at this stage and

any penalties recorded. If, after this stage, there are concerns regarding potential con-

tract cheating students are requested to attend an academic misconduct panel and par-

ticipate in a viva voce of their submission in the presence of both a subject matter
1Bretag et al. (2018) demonstrate the widespread nature of cheating in university exams and Harper, Bretag
and Rundle (2020) demonstrate the lack of ability of markers to detect this, which raises a question regarding
this statement. However, given the relatively low stakes of this particular assessment, and that it is the
writing style of the student that we are most interested in as opposed to the content, we believe this to not be
of major concern.
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expert and a misconduct expert. Following the viva, if this panel has remaining suspi-

cions of contract cheating, then the case is escalated to the most serious university

panel for a meeting with the student. This panel will make the final decision as to

whether contract cheating has occurred and will use a wide variety of sources of evi-

dence in making its final decision. These include the writing samples obtained during

the AEM exam, statements from relevant faculty, the previous marks obtained by the

student, results from the initial viva and additional questions which the panel may put

to the student. As the typical penalty for a student found to have utilised any contract

cheating services is a failure of their award, it is the responsibility of the university to

establish proof beyond reasonable doubt in these cases, and no decision is made solely

on the basis of the comparison of the fingerprint with the submitted piece of work. The

procedures used by BUV are set by the awarding body, and there is an appeal process

available to the student.

In February 2020, we conducted an analysis of the plagiarism and contract cheating

cases recorded during this process from the semesters of April 2014 through October

2019 to answer three questions:

1. What is the overall prevalence of plagiarism committed by students at BUV?

2. Has the AEM initiative been successful in reducing plagiarism cases?

3. Has the AEM initiative been successful in reducing detected incidences of contract

cheating?

Before carrying out the analysis, the data was screened in the following way: Firstly, all re-

corded cases where a misconduct panel determined that no form of plagiarism had oc-

curred in the flagged submission, and therefore gave a verdict of ‘no case to answer’, were

removed. Any incidences where a verdict of ‘poor academic practice’ was given by the panel

solely due to poor referencing practices were also excluded from the results. If one student

had been punished for several plagiarism violations, each incident was counted separately.

The results of this analysis are shown in Table 1.
Overall prevalence of plagiarism and contract cheating

From a total of 12,937 student submissions, analysis of the data revealed 448 plagiarism

offences over the twelve-semesters between April 2014 and October 2019. The percent-

age of submissions found to have contained some element of plagiarism (excluding

contract cheating cases) ranged between 2.35% and 7.08% each semester, with a mean

percentage of 3.46% across the period of study. As the dataset covers multiple years,

some incidences of plagiarism were from individual students who had committed pla-

giarism offences over multiple semesters.

With the caveat that it is possible that the study may underestimate plagiarism in the

student body (as it would be unwise to believe that any higher education institution de-

tects 100% of plagiarism cases), the first point to note is that the prevalence of detected

plagiarised submissions is much lower than described in previous studies examining

plagiarism data (as opposed to self-report studies). These studies have revealed mean

rates of plagiarism of 26% (n = 182) (Barret & Malcolm 2006), 26.2% (n = 290) (Walker

2010), and 10.8% (n = 74) (Warn 2007) respectively. Within a specifically Vietnamese



Table 1 Descriptive Plagiarism Results at BUV

Semester
start date

Number of
assignment
submissions

Number
of
detected
cases of
plagiarism

Plagiarism
cases as
percentage
of
assignment
submission

Number
of
detected
Contract
Cheating
cases

Contract
Cheating
cases as
percentage
of plagiarism
cases

Contract
Cheating cases
as percentage
of assignment
submissions

Results prior
to the
introduction
of the AEM
intervention

April
2014

642 33 5.14% 1 3.03% 0.16%

October
2014

715 21 2.94% 1 4.76% 0.14%

April
2015

933 37 3.97% 1 2.70% 0.11%

October
2015

847 60 7.08% 8 13.33% 0.94%

Results
following the
introduction
of the AEM
intervention

April
2016

872 31 3.56% 3 9.69% 0.34%

October
2016

799 55 6.88% 0 0.00% 0.00%

April
2017

994 39 3.92% 1 2.56% 0.10%

October
2017

1064 43 4.04% 0 0.00% 0.00%

April
2018

940 31 3.30% 1 3.23% 0.10%

October
2018

1492 9 0.60% 1 11.11% 0.07%

April
2019

1577 37 2.35% 2 5.41% 0.13%

October
2019

2062 52 2.52% 0 0.00% 0.00%

Total/Average before
AEM:

3137 151 4.81% 11 7.28% 0.35%

Total/Average after
AEM

9800 297 3.03% 8 2.69% 0.08%

Total/Average overall: 12,937 448 3.46% 19 4.24% 0.15%
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context, Ba et al. (2016) found that 73% (n = 681) of the submissions tested in their

study had Turnitin similarity indexes of over 20%, and Tran et al. (2017) found that in

their studies of two Vietnamese universities, there were plagiarism levels (defined by

similarity indexes over 24%) of 91.7% and 61.7%.2 Our study differs from those cited

above due to the longitudinal aspects of the data collection period, meaning that a

much larger sample has been obtained for analysis.

The results may indicate that BUV students demonstrate a lower predilection to-

wards plagiarism than the norm, however, they are more likely explained by the large

sample utilised in the study. Even though faculty (Andrews et al. 2007) and students

(Scanlon and Neumann 2002) alike may consider plagiarism to be a significant problem
2The authors of these papers suggest that this equates to a high probability of plagiarism having occurred,
however text matching software such as Turnitin does not identify plagiarism, it simply identifies similarities
in documents which may indicate that plagiarism has occurred in some form. Just because there is a high
degree of similarity identified, does not necessarily mean that an author has engaged in plagiarism. This may
occur in cases where students have submitted improved versions of papers as part of a continuous
assessment initiative.
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in their institutions, our results demonstrate that a quantitative analysis of a larger data

sample could reveal a lesser problem than initially imagined. Despite the professed in-

creased propensity of non-native English speaking ‘International’ students to commit

plagiarism (Walker 2010), the low levels of plagiarism indicated in the set of submis-

sions (even though almost all submitting students are NNES) indicates that this sugges-

tion is not universally accurate, a viewpoint echoed by Soto et al. (2004).

Identified levels of contract cheating were overall very low, with a total number of 19

cases over the period, ranging from 0% to 0.94% of submissions per semester, with a

mean percentage of 0.15% of the total number of submissions in the time period. This

prevalence rate is significantly lower than the figures reported by Curtis and Clare et al.

(2017), of 3.5% of students (not submissions) having committed these offences, and by

Harper et al. (2020) of 2.6%. However, as contract cheating cases are more difficult to

detect than more ‘traditional’ plagiarism offences (whether intentional or uninten-

tional), we recognise that the detected cases are unlikely to be fully representative of

the actual levels of contract cheating in the student body.
Effectiveness of the AEM in reducing plagiarism

Prior to the introduction of the AEM intervention in the April 2016 semester, the mean

percentage of submissions found to contain plagiarism was 4.81% (n = 3137) Following

the introduction of the intervention, the mean percentage of submissions found to con-

tain plagiarism dropped to 3.03% (n = 9800); a 37.01% decrease from the results prior

to the intervention. Although the rates of plagiarism were already low prior to the

introduction of the AEM, the further reduction in plagiarism demonstrates that the

intervention has achieved one of its stated aims of educating students about appropri-

ate academic standards and reducing levels of plagiarism. These findings are in line

with those of Soto et al. (2004), and Levine and Pazdernik (2018), demonstrating that

training programmes such as the AEM may help reduce plagiarism.
Effectiveness of the AEM in reducing contract cheating

With regards to the prevalence of contract cheating before and after the AEM interven-

tion, the results do show a reduction in the percentage of contract cheating cases de-

tected, from 0.35% of submissions, to 0.08% of submissions, a 77.14% decrease. With

the assumption that the decrease in identified cases is not due to any decrease in the

ability of markers to detect these (given the additional training that occurred), this ap-

parent reduction in contract cheating may be due to several factors or a combination

of these factors. Firstly, an improvement in student knowledge of appropriate academic

standards may have increased the awareness of what is expected of them in a university

setting. Secondly, knowing that there will be increased scrutiny of their submissions re-

garding contract cheating, and the knowledge that samples of their work are available

for checking may have increased the perceived risk of contract cheating. Thirdly, any

reduction may be due to real improvements in the EAP abilities of the students. As the

English language ability of students has been shown to be linked to plagiarism, the in-

creased EAP skills of the students may have reduced the perceived need to obtain con-

tract cheating services.
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However, the relative rarity of contract cheating as a percentage of submissions, and

the very small total number of cases over the entire period of investigation do not allow

us to make any firm conclusions as to the effectiveness of this intervention on the re-

duction of detected cases of contract cheating. The relatively large number of cases

identified in the October 2015 semester compared to other semesters, and the limited

periods of data collection prior to the introduction of the intervention have likely made

a comparison of contract cheating data before and after the intervention untenable.

Despite this, we believe that continuing with this initiative is important. By continu-

ing to educate students in academic writing skills and expected academic practice, as

well as establishing a protocol of collecting and checking student writing samples, we

can reduce plagiarism, provide a disincentive for students who may seek to engage in

contract cheating, and obtain a valuable data source for the further investigation of any

such detected cases.

Discussion
Although the preliminary results of this intervention are promising, any benefits of an

intervention such as the AEM must be considered alongside an understanding of the

numerous challenges of any intervention involving the collection and comparison of

student writing samples.

Firstly, faculty carrying out marking of assessments must know which submissions

are suspicious, and therefore warrant checking against the student fingerprints. In order

to do this on an ad-hoc basis, some prior expectations as to the quality of the submit-

ted work must be held. Although some faculty may be aware of the general quality of

work they are expecting from a set of assignment submissions, the use of anonymous

marking means that as long as the quality of work is generally in line with the entire

cohort, markers may not necessarily detect a clear difference between contracted and

legitimate assignments. As the size of student cohorts increases, this leads to a wider

spread of both marks and writing styles being expected, and the likelihood of faculty

having initial suspicions is further reduced, therefore compounding this problem. For

institutions which have a high concentration of NNES, an additional challenge which

may be encountered is that of fellow NNES students being hired for contract cheating,

as opposed to ‘professional’ native English speaking contract cheating services. This

sub-type of contract cheating may be more appealing to some students, as fellow NNES

students may have similar writing styles and have completed the same, or similar clas-

ses. This means that the differences between these submissions and fingerprinted work

may not be as apparent when compared to the results obtained from professional con-

tract cheating websites.

Secondly, faculty may not always accurately detect cases of contract cheatings, even if

a submission is checked for consistency against the fingerprinted sample. Markers will

likely have differing skill levels in their ability to accurately detect differences in writing

styles between a submission and a fingerprint and some cases may be missed. There-

fore, any institution considering the introduction of fingerprinting must be aware of

the potential increase in false negatives occurring due to some submissions not being

investigated appropriately and implement training programmes to address this. This

method also does not address cases where a writing sample would not be helpful in de-

termining authorship of an assessment, such as computer coding or artwork.
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Conversely, the potential risk of false positives must also be considered. If faculty mem-

bers flag a submission as a possible case of contract cheating due to a change in writing

styles between a fingerprint and a submitted assignment, there must be a fair and consistent

approach to investigating these cases fully. Markers must also be aware that improvements

in English language abilities and writing styles are likely to be seen when comparing what

can be produced under timed, exam conditions, compared to a take-home assignment, as

students will have had time to proofread, plan, edit, and check their final submission.

Research by Dawson et al. (2019) has indicated that the training of markers can improve

their ability to identify contract cheating, therefore to minimise the problems stated above,

all faculty members receive training on how to assess work for potential cases of contract

cheating, and assessments are only graded by faculty who have completed this training.

When checking for potential evidence of contract cheating, markers are asked to investi-

gate several things. The initial step is an overall comparison of the student’s writing in the

unsupervised, external assessment with the sample produced under exam conditions. If a

student produced a flawless submission in adherence to all academic standards, but dur-

ing the AEM written exam had received a low score in this area, or the overall standards

of English were very different, this might indicate a second or alternate author.

Other techniques based on forensic linguistics are also used. These include compar-

ing the submission with the sample to see if there are mismatches between the writer’s

unique choice of words and individual style of writing (idiolect), and their tendency to

use certain constructions (coselection and lexical choice) (Coulthard, 2010).

Markers are also trained to identify other potential indicators of contract cheating, ei-

ther of the whole document, or of partial sections. These indicators include changes in

formatting or styles of writing in different sections of the text, as well as examining the

document properties for any suspicious elements such as very short editing times (indica-

tive of content being copied into a brand new document before submission), or whether

there are inconsistences in the named author of the document. Even the choice of sources

used or not used in a submission could raise suspicions: for example, not citing key

sources indicated during class sessions. By training all markers how to check for contract

cheating, making comparisons between the sample and submissions part of the marking

procedure, and carrying this procedure out on a regular basis, it is our hope that we can

improve the capacity of markers to identify instances of contract cheating.

Although individually none of the above indicators would ever be considered conclu-

sive evidence of contract cheating, and the fingerprinting method has significant limita-

tions as discussed, all the above can be employed by a panel investigating whether

academic misconduct may have occurred.

Reducing and detecting plagiarism and contract cheating requires a holistic approach

to be taken (McCabe 2005; Morris 2018). We believe that initiatives such as the AEM

programme which aim to improve the English capabilities of students, educate them on

expected academic conduct practices, and discourage contract cheating fit this defin-

ition, and our results demonstrate how doing so may assist with this goal.

Conclusion
This paper has discussed the introduction of an intervention designed to improve the aca-

demic writing skills of students, reduce levels of plagiarism, and provide a tool to assist in the

detection of contract cheating by capturing a ‘fingerprint’ of a writing sample.
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The data collected over the course of 12 semesters show a 37.01% decrease in the

rate of detected plagiarism following the introduction of the AEM intervention, and

suggest that the introduction of a programme like this could help institutions with re-

ducing plagiarism.

The levels of detected contract cheating cases did decrease following the introduction

of the intervention, however, the very small numbers of detected contract cheating

cases both pre and post intervention mean that we cannot make a conclusion regarding

the use of collecting writing samples as an effective tool to help detect these cases. We

have recognised the limitations of this fingerprinting exercise and suggested potential

mitigations to these through faculty training.

Despite using a large database of student submissions (n = 12,937), the data shows

surprisingly low levels (3.36%) of detected plagiarism overall, which do not match the

high prevalence of plagiarism that has previously been recorded in the literature, how-

ever, by analysing detected cases of plagiarism data as opposed to student self-reported

data, it is possible that this study may have underestimated plagiarism in the student

body. Previous studies have used much smaller samples of student submissions in their

analysis, which suggests that different results may be obtained when examining larger

sets of data. We therefore recommend that further research should try to use longitu-

dinal university or department wide databases for analysis purposes, as opposed to indi-

vidual class submissions, as this may give a more accurate representation of the

prevalence of plagiarism in an institution.

The issue of academic misconduct is becoming increasingly more visible to the gen-

eral public. In the United Kingdom, 40 university leaders have written to the Minister

of State for Universities, Science, Research and Innovation demanding a ban on com-

panies offering contract cheating services (BBC News 2020), and the Advertising Stan-

dards Authority has already banned misleading advertisements from one of these

companies (Advertising Standards Agency, 2019). We recognise that the costs required

for an intervention strategy such as the AEM may pose a barrier to entry for many in-

stitutions, but given the increasing focus on academic integrity, this is not an issue that

universities can afford to ignore. We therefore recommend the use of similar initiatives

in other institutions as a potential method to educate students about expected aca-

demic practice, reduce plagiarism, and believe the potential benefits justify the chal-

lenges of introducing such an initiative.
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