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Background: Academic dishonesty is widespread across the world and studies done have largely relied on 

self-reporting to establish the extent and factors contributing to the practice. This demands of researchers to 

take at face value what people who may not be entirely truthful are saying. It is not a surprise, therefore, that 

varied interesting findings have been made in different studies.  This paper delves into the complexity of 

determining the key components of academic dishonesty and brings into focus the role of truthfulness in 

understanding the elicited data.   The objective of this study was to  establish the role of truthfulness in 

understanding various components of academic dishonesty.  

Methods: This was a Cross sectional study using self-administered questionnaire. The Setting was the School 

of Medicine, Moi University, Eldoret - Kenya. The study subjects were 156 students in the clinical (4th, 5th and 

6th) years of study.  They anonymously filled a 20-item self-administered questionnaire. The questionnaire 

captured the demographic data and the views of the students on various aspects of academic dishonesty 

ranked in a Likert scale of six levels starting with strongly agree to strongly disagree.  

Results: The overall level of truthfulness among these medical students was 55.8%.  While more males had 

prior experience with academic dishonesty in secondary school and involvement at College, they were also 

more truthful than the females. The untruthful were 2.2 times as often involved in academic dishonesty as 

the truthful and were also less likely to report on their classmates. 

Conclusion: There are hidden facts in academic dishonesty that can only be revealed by subjecting gathered 

data to a scrutiny on how truthful the respondents are. Truthfulness is an inversely proportional surrogate 

predictor of academic dishonesty. 
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Introduction 

Academic dishonesty is rampant across geographical regions 
1, 2

 and there is concern that it is rapidly rising due 

to technological advancement 3. With prevalence between 13% and 95% (1), academic dishonesty is an elusive 

practice with hidden facts not readily discernible.  No one is immune from this vice and those in institutions rife 

with it may be involved to either not be disadvantaged or to fit in the system 
4
. It sounds a contradiction in terms 

to evaluate academic dishonesty by relying on data that may not be wholly truthful given the nature of the 

source. This paper explores the hidden facts on academic dishonesty and establishes the role of truthfulness in 

understanding various aspects of the malpractice.  

 Subjects and Methods 
 

Medical students in the clinical (4th, 5th and 6th) years of study anonymously filled a 20-item self-administered 

questionnaire. The questionnaire captured the demographic data and the views of the students on various aspects 

of academic dishonesty ranked in a Likert scale of six levels starting with strongly agree to strongly disagree. 

Collected data was transcribed into a sheet and entered for analysis using Statistical Package for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 21.  The truthfulness of the students’ information was adjudged on the basis of consistency in 

answering questions derived from preceding answers.  Subjective data was presented in frequencies while 

measures of dispersion and central tendencies with statistical significance at p≤ 0.05 were applied on discrete 

data. The results are presented in narratives, ratios and percentages.  

 

Results 

One hundred and fifty-six students responded to the self-administered questionnaire. The male to female ratio 

was 1.3:1 and the age ranged from 21 to 34 years with a mean± standard deviation of 24.1±1.8 years. Academic 

dishonesty was defined as any form of misconduct that gives undeserved advantage to the concerned student in 

a formal academic exercise by 98.7% of the students. A total of 27 students (17.3%) had participated in 

academic dishonesty while in secondary schools. Males were 3.2 times as likely to have been exposed to 

academic dishonesty as the females (p=0.002). A total of 80% of the respondents were aware of academic 

dishonesty, 75.6% had witnessed it in progress while 60.9% confessed to having participated at least once. 
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Majority of those involved were males (55%). Of those who took part in academic dishonesty, 72.6% believed 

that their classmates too were involved in the activity.  

 

The overall level of truthfulness among these medical students was 55.8%.  The males were more truthful than 

the females (59.8% vs. 50.7%). Two thirds of the 6th year of study were truthful while the other two years barely 

passed the 50% mark respectively. Bigger proportions of the untruthful claimed not to have participated in 

academic dishonesty while in secondary school (85.5% vs. 80.5%) and to be aware of cheating in College 

(81.2%vs. 79.3%) respectively. Three quarters of each group had witnessed academic dishonesty in progress but 

the untruthful were 2.2 times as often involved in academic dishonesty as the truthful lot (p=<0.001). The 

truthful were 1.4 times as often as the untruthful in believing that their classmates were involved in academic 

dishonesty.  

   

Discussion 

Studies done on academic dishonesty have all along been counting on the honesty and truthfulness of the 

respondents while at the same time exploring on a vice acknowledged to be complex  and  widespread 
1-4

. We 

now have a situation where students consider dishonesty as a way of life “because everybody does it” 
5, 6

. With 

academic dishonesty morphing into sophisticated forms due to advancement in technology 7 it is plausible that 

we have not been having the complete picture of the monster.  This informed the objective of this paper that set 

out to unearth the hidden facts and establish the role of truth in understanding academic dishonesty.  

 

The socialization has been to acknowledge academic dishonesty as more common in some and not other   

courses
 8

. The presumption would be that some noble courses like Medicine and Engineering that deal with 

matters of life and death would be free of the finding that only 55.8% of medical students are truthful; just 

slightly better than tossing a coin on whom to believe! One would be tempted to augment this finding with the 

fact that the participation level of 60.9% is perfectly within study findings of a range 13-95% for the others 1    

and made more colourful by an awareness of 80% and witnessing of the vice in progress at 75.6%. It is possible 

that the trends on academic dishonesty are no respecters of any given profession and this might explain why we 

are increasingly getting litigations aimed at respected professions like Medicine and Architecture 
9, 10

. 

 

The demography of academic dishonesty has been noted to change from study to study probably because of the 

failure to factor in consistency and hence truthfulness of the respondents.  While MacCabe and colleagues 
1
 as 

well as Buckley et al 
11

 found males to be involved more, Leming
 12

 found that under a low-risk condition, 

females cheated more than males and that a higher risk of punishment deterred females but not males. This 

study established that women are less truthful than men and it is possible the higher numbers for men could be 

due to a greater level of honesty in their reporting. It is also thought that in a paternalistic masculine society, 

females would find it more difficult to disclose on their part the bad trait of dishonesty that may be considered a 

necessity for the very survival of the competitive macho male and less so for the female 12.  

 

Older students (6
th

 years) were found to be not only more truthful but also less involved in academic dishonesty 

when compared to the younger ones. This is in keeping with findings by other studies that females, older 

students and higher academic endowment were associated with lesser likelihood of involvement 1, 2, 11, 13. 

Truthfulness can, based on this study’s findings, be a surrogate predictor of involvement in an inverse 

proportion manner and fits well with the finding that the untruthful were 2.2 times as likely to be involved in 

academic dishonesty as the truthful students.  

 

Of interest is the finding that both groups will have equal chances of witnessing an event like cheating in 

progress but the truthful will have higher scores on disclosing the involvement of classmates in academic 

dishonesty. It might suggest that the bigger number of the untruthful who say they were not involved in 

academic dishonesty in secondary school and that they are aware of cheating in the College are rationalizing and 

engaging in self-cleansing by creating a scenario where they not only absolve themselves but also drag in the 

rest in the collective guilt of dishonesty. This can be affirmed by similar finding by Williams and Hosek who 

asserted that even dishonest students are rational and disclose things based on their evaluation of best responses 

pertaining to internal and external influences 14.  

 

Conclusion 

There are hidden facts in academic dishonesty that can only be revealed by subjecting gathered data to a 

scrutiny on how truthful the respondents are. Truthfulness is an inversely proportional surrogate predictor of 

academic dishonesty.  



145 

   ISSN 2073-9990   East Cent. Afr. J. surg  

COSECSA/ASEA Publication - East and Central African Journal of Surgery. December 2016; Vol. 21 (3)     

 

145

Recommendation 

A paradigm shift is advised in further studies on academic dishonesty with greater focus on reliability of 

information gathered on the malpractice.   
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