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Many university teachers are very 
concerned about the potential for their 

students to cheat 
�  Contract Cheating is very much in the news today 

�  Rumours of  widespread and rampant contract cheating 
abound 

� Many university teachers see face-to-face high stakes exams 
as the only solution to assuring academic honesty 

�  This can allow concerns regarding academic dishonesty to 
drive assessment and course design 



Despite the fears –  
what is the reality? 



Several authors and meta-analyses have reported 
that between two and eight percent of student have 

admitted to contract cheating and this number 
appears to be consistently reported in the research  

(Beck, 2014; Bretag et al., 2018). 



Another way to look at this is that 
over 90% of our students are  

not attempting to cheat 



These are the students for whom we 
should be designing our 

assessments in the first place. 
 
 



If these assessments are authentically 
aligned with the career aspirations and 

workplace expectations of our students, a 
bonus outcome will be that it will be 

difficult for those students who choose to 
cheat to do so easily. 



Authentic assessment focuses on 
students using and applying 
knowledge and skills attained in 
their course to real-life settings. 



For example, you might have 
students take part in: 

 
•  simulation or role play of  a scenario or 

case study 

•  completion of  a real-world task 

•  assessment in a workplace setting 

 



The Australian Context 

Like it or not, higher education has become a 
market-driven enterprise. 



Authentic Tasks  

•  Validate the student’s choice of  program and 
eventual career 

•  Make them excited to “become” what they want 
to “be” 

•  Can produce student “buy-in” to their program – 
having a positive affect on student retention. 



Authenticity is a fundamental 
characteristic of good assessment 

practice and students usually 
value it highly. 

 
(and frankly, it’s much more fun!) 

 



More traditional forms of 
assessment, such as essays and 
examinations, have no specific 
application in most real-world 

settings.  



Here’s the thing… 



Score = True Score + Error 

Classical Test (Assessment) Model 



Common sources of error in 
university assessment scores 

Plagiarism 

Subjective Grading 

Vague grading parameters  

Lack of  clarity in assignment expectations 

Inconsistency of  application of  grading rubric 

Others? 



Validity 
 

Does the assessment measure 
what it is supposed to measure? 

 



Reliability 
 

How consistent / fair / 
replicable is the assessment? 

 



Practicality 
 

How much effort is it to write 
and/or assess/mark? 

(Is it worth it?)   
 



Why is the academic essay so 
popular as a university 

assessment tool? 



Perhaps the most commonly 
and frequently used 

assessment tool outside of 
tests and exams 



Can the academic essay be seen to be 
a valid measurement tool?   
Valid for measuring WHAT? 

 

What challenges to validity exist with 
the academic essay? 



Students describe the task as 
“research” 



Are We Measuring Learning Outcomes or Essay 
Writing Skill? 

 

•  Too much emphasis on measuring non-authentic 
academic skills and behaviours? 

•  Grading focus often on mechanics of  the essay and 
referencing, not meeting the learning outcomes of  
the course. 





What do people intend to 
measure with academic essays? 



Many will say that writing the essay is a formative, 
“learning” activity in and of  itself.  Is this true? 
 
What is the formative part?   
 

Or is measurement the main 
purpose? 



 
What is the formative part?   
 
 

 Searching the Literature and Reading? 
 

   or 
 
 Writing the essay in academic style? 

 
        or … ? 



•  Students need to learn the art of  persuasion /
argument 

•  Students need to engage in evidence-based 
practice 

•  Students need to learn to cite appropriately 

What people say… 



Much emphasis is often placed on the 
reference list itself, especially formatting.  
 
What does this measure and is it one of the 
learning outcomes of the course? 
 

Emphasis on Mechanics 







Students can pass or fail on italics or 
a 
        hanging indent. 



So… 

� Would we ask students to critically analyse or synthesise before 
they have shown understanding and application of content? 

�  Especially first year students?  Second year students? 



As you evaluate essay assignments, 
please consider: 

•  What learning outcome(s) is/are being assessed? 

•  Are the requirements clear? 

•  Is the word limit appropriate for the task? 

•  How easy would this task be to plagiarise? 

•  What student characteristics might affect their 
performance?  Should they? 



Essay	
50%	|	2500	words	
	
Cri'cally	analyse	the	mechanisms	of	social	inclusion	and	exclusion	on	workplace	
behaviour,	and	ways	management	can	address	the	needs	of	socially	and	culturally	
diverse	employees.	
Provide	an	overview	of	the	mechanisms	of	social	inclusion	and	exclusion.		It	
must	include:	

•  Evidence	of	the	ways	sociological	factors	intersect	(illustrated	by	examples	
highligh'ng	several	sociological	factors)	

•  Ways	that	the	organisa'ons	can	address	social	and	cultural	diversity	(illustrated	
by	examples	of	business	structure	and	human	resources	prac'ce)			

•  Reference	to	appropriate	sociology	theory	and	academic	literature	



Essay	
50%	|	2500	words	
	
Cri'cally	analyse	the	mechanisms	of	social	inclusion	and	exclusion	on	workplace	
behaviour,	and	ways	management	can	address	the	needs	of	socially	and	culturally	
diverse	employees.	
Provide	an	overview	of	the	mechanisms	of	social	inclusion	and	exclusion.		It	
must	include:	

•  Evidence	of	the	ways	sociological	factors	intersect	(illustrated	by	examples	
highligh'ng	several	sociological	factors)	

•  Ways	that	the	organisa'ons	can	address	social	and	cultural	diversity	(illustrated	
by	examples	of	business	structure	and	human	resources	prac'ce)			

•  Reference	to	appropriate	sociology	theory	and	academic	literature	

	NOTE:		teaching	content	does	not	include	sociology	theory	



Let’s consider ‘academic integrity’ 

•  Intentional plagiarism 

•  Unintentional plagiarism (is this academic dishonesty?) 





Under what circumstances IS the 
essay the most appropriate 

assessment tool? 



Exams are intended to 
measure learning, specifically 

achievement of learning 
outcomes 

•  Non-real world, high stress situation 

•  Few tasks in the real world are “closed book” 

•  There is a belief that setting formal exams will cause 
students to learn content 



Is the handwritten exam an 
authentic measure of  student 
achievement? 



In what jobs are students not 
allowed to refer to resources 

when completing tasks or 
making decisions? 



Could time 
memorising 
material for exams 
be spent preparing 
for more authentic 
tasks that will be 
replicated in the 
workplace? 



Think Authentic Assessment 
 
Students want to know that their work in university 
is preparing them for the workplace 
 
What type of  assessment will get your students 
pumped about their chosen discipline/career? 

Authentic Alternatives 



Examples of Alternatives 
•  Reflections on the process  

At various times students turn in written descriptions of  their research 
process. 

•  Problem solving approach  
What steps would be taken to solve a problem. 

•  Literature review  
Evaluative annotated bibliography. 

•  Science in the news  
Find evidence in literature for news release claims. 

•  Event initiated examples  
Evaluate a current event based on literature findings. 

•  Letter to the Editor  
Choose a newspaper/magazine and write an editorial. 



Examples of Alternatives 
•  Design a Theme for a Conference  

Describe why this topic would be of  interest to experts in this field. 
•  Diary Entry  

From a famous person in your field/patient with a disorder/legal client 
•  Evaluate thinking  

Have students discuss what they found and compare sources. 
•  Read and find facts 

Read an editorial, article, reflection and find facts to support it. 

•  Create a webpage  
Select a topic to do with course content. 

•  Biography  
Select a scholar/researcher in field and report on career, influences, major 
ideas, moods and trends in research program. 



Examples of Alternatives 
•  Follow a piece of legislation through government processes  

What groups are lobbying for/against it and why? 
•  Follow a current foreign policy issue as it develops  

Have students adopt the perspective of  one of  the various groups involved and 
predict the next move. 

•  Nominate someone for a Nobel prize  
Justify nomination. 

•  Adopt a persona  
Write journal entries, letters, commentaries from that person’s perspective 

•  Write a resume and cover letter (real or fictional)  
Find a relevant job posting in your field 

•  Write a presentation proposal  
Find a relevant scholarly or industry conference and write a proposal abstract. 

•  Write an exam  
Provide answers and justify rationale for questions asked. 



Examples of Alternatives 
•  Write a review of a performance, a movie, a book, a journal article, a guest 

speaker lecture… 
•  Write a newspaper, magazine, Wikipedia, webpage story on a topic. 

•  Evaluate an article in a trade magazine (Psychology Today, Harvard 
Business Review) -  
Compared to findings in scholarly journals. 

•  Describe your dream job  
Have students research careers in the field and justify their choice of  
company, location, job, etc. 

•  Watch a movie or TV show   
Discuss how characters in different roles or procedures compare to national 
standards/how compare relationships to known models/theories  

•  Compare and contrast primary and secondary sources. 

•  Evaluate a website. 



Examples of Alternatives 
•  Compare and contrast the state of knowledge on a topic in two different 

decades or eras. 
•  Conduct research but don’t write the final draft. 

•  Prepare for a hypothetical interview  
Have students do background research on a company or job offer and how 
they fit with job description. 

•  Compare and contrast the content, style, and audience of three different 
scholarly journals in a field. 

•  Compare and contrast a scholarly journal article with an article from a 
popular magazine. 

•  Prepare for an interview with a top figure in the field 
Justify questions, provide background notes. 

•  Compare and contrast the ways different disciplines deal with the same 
subject matter. 
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