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Abstract

Distance education is becoming more in demand at universities all around the world in general and in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) in particular, than ever before. This study aimed at highlighting the students’
perceptions of cheating on a distance learning programme at King Abdulaziz University (KAU). The study will
further explore the ways they use to cheat, causes for cheating, and some solutions to minimize cheating. This
study was conducted at the end of the second semester in 2019. Data was collected from 57 female distance
learning students who graduated from the English Language Department at KAU. A mixed-methods research
design was adopted in this study via a custom designed, fifteen closed-ended and one open-ended item
questionnaire. The quantitative section was analysed by frequency and percentages and the open-ended questions
were analysed thematically. The results indicated that the majority of female students cheated by helping each
other, obtaining the correct answers from other students or sending the correct responses to all their classmates.
Another way which some students admitted they employed was using electronic websites to copy and paste the
answers onto the test’s screen. The study further concluded that reasons for cheating in distance learning
programs were due to technical problems, frequent absence of virtual classes, and students wanting grades, not
necessarily knowledge. Recommendations for possible solutions to eliminate cheating, participants themselves
recommended increasing students’ awareness of cheating policy and finding solutions to common technological
issues.

Keywords: cheating, distance learning, EFL, Saudi Arabia, student perceptions, virtual classes, academic
dishonesty

1. Introduction

As a result of all developments and inventions around the world, formal education is becoming one of the most
important aspects of life. Many types of education are being offered by various universities, one of which is
e-learning or distance learning. Thus, in this modern world in which the Internet and the virtual world play a
substantial role; distance learning begins to play a major role in the field of education (Almazova, Khalyapina, &
Popova, 2016). Distance learning programs enable students to foster self-direction and self-independent modes.
Moreover, teachers are able to encourage shy students to participate and discuss without any fear from their
classmates as in traditional classes (Ibrahim, Silong, & Samah, 2002). Furthermore, distance learning has
provided many opportunities for part-time students and working staff to complete their studies. Moreover,
distance learning saves more money than regular learning (Sadeghi, 2019). However, several negative issues
emerge as a result of e-learning. These include depriving the students of live interactions with their teachers and
other classmates, the shorter time given to virtual classes, and ample opportunities to cheat (Harashchenko et al.,
2019). Subsequently, understanding the students’ attitude of cheating in an online learning environment is
significant to the teachers and students. In KSA, KAU has established the Deanship of E-learning and Distance
Education in 2005 (Alhareth & Mcbride, 2014). Since then, many students have studied in online learning
programs and gained knowledge and degrees as it was a significant movement in the educational field.

1.1 Purpose of the Study

Despite the fact that there are many studies about academic dishonesty, little research has been conducted on
cheating in distance-learning programmes at universities in Saudi Arabia. This study aims to identify the
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perceptions of distance learning students in terms of how they cheat, why they cheat in online courses and to
offer some possible solutions to this problem.

1.2 Research Questions
This research aims to answer the following questions:

1. What are the distance learning students’ perceptions about the ways they cheat at online at KAU? What
are their reasons for cheating?

2. What are the participants’ perceptions towards the most practical solutions to prevent cheating in
distance-learning at KAU?

1.3 Background of the Sudy

King Abdulaziz University was established in 1967 and it has become a major university in the Middle East, due
to its various educational programs and high student numbers. Its educational system has been developed over
the years, and in addition to traditional classrooms, the university offers other programs such as distance learning
and external learning. The university accepted its first class of distance learning students in the Fall of 2007
(Al-Nuaim, 2012). The main contact between instructors and students is through the Blackboard® platform,
which the university grants access for students to use through their phones or laptops. There are no traditional
classrooms, all the lectures are conducted by virtual classrooms via Blackboard®, and all assignments, forums,
and tests are sent online, except for the final exam, which is in taken at the university. On account of distance
learning’ advantages, the education equipment for new students is reduced and for the distance-learners who are
worker or parents, online-learning gives them flexibility with virtual lectures. Additionally, online courses’
materials could help teachers to develop teaching methods and present the contents of the lessons more
creatively (Malik, Al Shaer, & Arora, 2019). That helps to engage the students and make learning more effective.
A substantial advantage of such a programme is that learners with disabilities or special educational needs can
complete their education without any difficulty (Masaryk, Sokolova, & Tunyiova, 2018). On the other hand,
distance learning programs at KAU face many obstacles, which can be divided into four main categories:
technical issues, financial issues, societal issues, and administrative issues (Alhareth & Mcbride, 2014).
Regarding the difficulties that many students encounter, three main barriers are the most significant: 1) lack of
strategies’, 2) few opportunities for practicing and interaction with others, and 3) time management (Hurd, 2000)
with the most marked disadvantage of cheating to gain correct information (Alghamdi, Rajab, & Rashid, 2016).

1.4 Limitations of the Study

This research had some limitations, one of which was the small sample size. Moreover, all the participants were
female students due to the gender segregation rules in the Saudi Education system where the researchers had
limited access to male participants. Additionally, there was no specific procedure to observe how students might
commit online cheating.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Définition of Distance Learning

It is necessary here to define what is meant by distance learning. It is the learning which happens at different
places where learners and instructors are using the Internet. Although the learner is not physically in class, he or
she corresponds to the course and interacts through a mediator program (Moore, Dickson-Deane, & Galyen,
2011). The instructor uses technological tools that are web-based most of the time (Nichols, 2003).

2.2 Definition of Cheating

Raines et al. (2011) define cheating as breaking the rules, dishonesty and not doing the work ethically. In their
study, 66% of the participants referred to cheating as doing something which is opposed to university policies
and the professors’ guidelines. In the current online context, this includes obtaining inappropriate assistance
either from friends or the Internet. So, any way in which the student is gaining information and the professor has
not authorized is considered cheating. In academic cheating, there are some goals that convince students to
go-ahead and cheat; for example, achieving a higher grade without studying, completing a course successfully
and getting a better job in the future (Owen, 2016).

2.3 Methods of Cheating in Distance Learning

Many researchers determined various ways students used to cheat in online courses. Interestingly, females were
more likely to get answers from others during a test or quiz in online courses (Watson & Sottile, 2010). In their
study, data were collected through a survey of 635 students’ responses and students mentioned two main ways to
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cheat. The first was obtaining other students’ work without their permission and the second was taking passages
from an article or a book directly without any citation.

Other common ways of online cheating are: identity impersonation, students’ collaborating dishonestly and
sharing assignment files with each other (Ravasco, 2012). Fabricating or falsifying a reference is also a common
way that most of Saudi participants used (Razek, 2014). Copying from the Internet, especially during the online
exam/test, is another widespread method that students frequently use. Golden and Kohlbeck (2020) stated that
using verbatim questions in online tests helps the students in copying the items and getting the right answers
from the Internet, while paraphrasing questions represents a challenge for students who wish to cheat.

2.4 Reasons for Cheating in Distance Learning

There are many reasons that cause online cheating, which are committed by students. For example, lack of
responsibility, laziness, lack of respect for academic rules and being apathetic are the most important internal
reasons. Also, students whose self-efficacy is lost tend to cheat more than confident learners (Baran & Jonason,
2020). Additionally, students who usually do not attend lectures, misunderstand content, and do not review their
lessons beforehand (Diego, 2017). Their absence from lessons and lack of study time are obvious causes of
cheating (Hosny & Fatima, 2014). Another reason is the pressure from parents, where the students may feel
ashamed to get low grades and thus tend to cheat. Diego (2017) emphasised that learners’ cheating aptitude is
rooted in the elementary years of school and most students consider cheating as a social and connecting
behaviour, which means they share the answers even if they know it is not honest. Technical problems with the
Internet and difficulties accessing a Learning Management System, such as, Blackboard®, are other reasons
which cause distance learning students to cheat.

2.5 Solutions to Cheating in Distance Learning

Solving the problem of cheating in distance learning is essential to implement the programmes effectively. Rowe
(2004) suggested many solutions to prevent cheating in online courses, which include signing a policy statement
at the beginning of each course (suggested by Michael and Williams (2013); and King, Guyette Jr, and
Piotrowski (2009)) and providing details about ethics, procedures and instructions. Teachers should also
understand what students face in distance-learning as well as having a designated security manager for the site,
and closing all ports: critically ports 21 (file-transfer), 23 (remote-login), 25 (mail), and 443 (secure Internet
connections) (Rowe, 2004). Teachers can also start the semester with a presentation about academic integrity,
which could help students understand the risks of being cheaters.

Michael and Williams (2013) added other solutions, such as decreasing the number of Multiple Choice
Questions (MCQs) and increasing essay question forms, short answers, exam software showing one question at a
time, and teachers being familiar with students’ level to determine who really wrote the assignments. In the
Saudi educational context, Razek (2014) identified 13 student participants’ perceptions about cheating and
concluded that Saudi students tend to cheat because they feel that an inevitable failure will materialise if they do
not receive any help from their colleagues, adding to that the results showed the importance of grades more than
learning. The researcher recommended promoting ethical awareness and concentrating on educational
knowledge rather than the GPA.

In a local research, Hosny and Fatima (2014) conducted a study at King Saud University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
trying to understand the attitude of female students toward cheating and plagiarism. The study involved 148
participants who completed a questionnaire, and the results showed that cheating is a usual attitude among the
students and the most common way is to pay someone else to do the assessments. The students blamed the
modern and fast-paced life as they do not have time for studying. However, few studies have investigated
dishonesty in distance learning. This study aims to contribute to this growing area of research by exploring
distance learning students’ perceptions at King Abdulaziz University toward cheating, especially the ways
students use to cheat, causes leading to cheating, and some solutions to prevent this problem.

3. Methodology

As a methodological basis for this research, a mix methods research design was adopted where quantitative and
qualitative primary data were collected in order to explore cheating in a distance learning programme and
identify some solutions for this. This was done because quantitative research is searching for quantities in a
matter and to establish research numerically (Sukamolson, 2007), whilst, qualitative studies address the social
aspect of research (Choy, 2014).
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3.1 Participants

The participants of the research consisted of distance learning students in Higher Education (HE) in Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia. The sample of this study was the distance learning students at the English Language Department at
KAU. The study was conducted at the end of the second semester of 2018/2019. The participants were selected
purposefully according to the aim of the study. This meant that a convenience sampling technique was used. The
participants were 57 female university distance learning students, who have studied at least two online courses.
All respondents’ identities were kept anonymous in accordance with ethical guidelines.

3.2 Instrument

The tool used to collect information in this study was an electronic questionnaire adopted and modified from
King et al., (2009), where respondents were asked to answer questions surrounding three main themes in four
parts. Since piloting the questionnaire helps the researcher to improve the clarity of the item wordings and the
instructions (Dornyei, 2007), the questionnaire was sent to six students who were similar to the target sample.
After the piloting phase, the questionnaire was sent via WhatsApp application to several distance learning groups
at the English Language Department at KAU.

3.3 Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire adopted from King et al. (2009) and modified by the researcher was based on the aim of the
study and the context. Firstly, the survey began with a full description of the research, its aim, and how the data
will be used. To protect the participants’ privacy, a statement confirming their anonymity was added at the end
of the first section. Secondly, biographical data questions about gender, type of learning, and the participants’
perceptions of frequent cheating in distance learning followed. Thirdly, single-answer MCQs consisted of six
questions with seven dichotomous questions (agree and disagree). Fourthly, an open-ended question was added.
Finally, the questionnaire ended with a letter thanking participants for their participation in the study. The final
version of the survey consisted of a total of 16 items, which were divided into three sub-sections:

1. Participants’ views on the ways they used to cheat in distance learning.
2. Participants’ perceptions toward the reasons for cheating in distance learning.

3. Participants’ opinions about finding some solutions to the problem of cheating among distance learning
students.

4. Data Analysis & Results

Data from the survey were analysed in terms of frequencies and percentages of the responses using MS Excel®.
The open-ended question was analysed thematically and processed as one of the qualitative method types.
Results were divided into three constructs as shown in Table 1 below:

Table 1. DL Students’ Perceptions about Cheating in Distance Learning

Part (1) Always Sometimes  Rarely
1. Inan ONLINE course, to what extent do you think that a o 0 0
student may take the opportunity to “cheat” 34.5% 60% 5:3%
Yes No About the Same
2. Is cheating more frequent, in an online course than a regular 5279 9.1% 38.29%

classroom?

Table 1 shows that 60% (n=34) of the participants answered that students sometimes tend to cheat in distance
learning, while 52.7% (n=30) considered cheating in distance learning programmes more frequent than in regular,
traditional classrooms.

32



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 14, No. 1; 2021

Table 2. DL Students’ Perceptions on Methods of Cheating

Part (2): Did you as a distance-student .... Always  Almost Never
3. open the course book during an online exam 25.5% 34.5% 40%
4.  have another person do your exam. 11% 34.5% 54.5%
5. obtain the exam from another student who did the test before you. 32.7% 43.6%  24%

6.  help other students during the exam 34.5% 455%  20%

7. use more time on an online exam when some technical problems

* 0, 0, o
happen for the extension of the exam. 12.7% 27.3% 60%

8. send the answers to other students 40% 36.4% 23.6%
9.  have the ID of other students and answer their exam 35% 22.2% 42.8%
10. use Google to copy and paste the correct answers 60% 23.7% 16.3%

Table 2 above highlights the responses of the participants regarding the various ways of cheating where 34.5%
of the participants used the course book during an online exam, and 43.6% obtained the exam from another
student, who took the test before them. In addition, 45.5% helped other classmates during the exam, while
another 40% sent the correct answers to the WhatsApp group, and 60% used Google to copy and paste the right
answers on the test.

Table 3. DL Students' Perceptions about Reasons for Cheating

Part (3): Why do you -as a distance learning student- cheat? Agree Disagree

11. I cheat because I only want grades, not knowledge 78.2% 21.8%

12. I cheat because of my frequent absence from the virtual classrooms, and the

o, 0,
misunderstanding of content. 69.1% 30.9%

13. Icheat due to the short time of tests 63.6% 36.4%
14. 1 cheat because other classmates are cheating 18.2% 81.8%
15. I cheat because of some technical problems 70.9% 29.1%

According to the data gathered from the participants in part III as shown in Table 3 above, 78.2% of students
said they cheat because they want grades, not necessarily knowledge. Most of them (69.1%) did not attend
regularly, so they did not understand the course, while 63.6% said that they cheat due to the lack of time in the
quizzes and exams, and 70.9% of participants blamed technical problems for their cheating behaviour.

In the qualitative data part of the questionnaire (open-ended question), students provided possible solutions to
prevent cheating in distance learning. From the open-ended question responses, which was analysed thematically,
students offered solutions that are threefold: (1) the main responsibility falls on the students themselves and
possible solutions included increasing their sense of responsibility and conscience, having help from a tutor to
aid understanding when something is misunderstood, and studying hard, (2) the teacher could employ some
methods to prevent cheating, which includes shortening the course syllabus, creating different quizzes for each
student, and making sure that all students access the test at the same time, and (3) they recommended that the
university disable the copy and paste features from all platforms during exams and they also expressed their
desire to see midterm tests held in regional testing centres and a larger number of students admitted in traditional
programmes.

4.1 Findings

Analysis of the data indicated that most distance learning students cheat under the name of “helping others”.
Cheating is considered by some students as social networking, where they support each other and exchange
correct answers or obtain the whole exam from another student who did it before them. The Internet and
websites play an important role, where participants used Google’s (search engine) during the exam and then
copied and pasted answers from different websites. Although some students gave their exam to others, most of
them did not do that. Moreover, some used an open book without the teacher’s permission, while others used
their friends’ IDs to gain access to their tests and conducted these tests themselves on their behalf. These were
the routine methods used by some students to cheat.

33



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 14, No. 1; 2021

Many reasons were offered to the problem of cheating from the students’ perceptions. For example, they blamed
teachers and the university itself claiming that due to the long course and short time of exams, students cheat.
Additionally, because of the technical problems that occur most of the time, they feel they must cheat to get
grades. Other reasons expressed by the students that were behind cheating included laziness, dishonesty
(expressed by some participants as the absence of fearing God), easiness of cheating compared to studying,
ample opportunities for cheating via apps or online websites, and the lack of self-confidence and time for actual
studying. In addition, a lot of students wanted grades without necessarily understanding the topics where they
did not care about lectures and thus, did not attend many of those lectures. As a result, they had difficulties with
the content, which caused them to cheat. Based on the previous findings, it appears that modern distance learning
students have rather lax attitudes towards ethical principles when taking exams.

Finally, participants in this study suggested some solutions to prevent cheating in distance learning, starting with
increasing the awareness and fear of God as well as teaching an ethics course about academic integrity in
distance learning might be a good idea. Regarding the possible practical solutions for teachers, they suggested
contacting distance learning students to know their academic level at the beginning of the course and then create
more essay and short answer type tests. In addition, the university could employ an aid to prevent technical
problems and unauthorized access to exams.

4.2 Discussion

This study focused on the ways, causes, and solutions of cheating in distance learning programmes at KAU in
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia from the students’ perspectives. The results showed that the most common ways for
cheating are identity impersonation and consulting other classmates during exams, which is in line with the
results from Ravasco (2012). The Internet also plays a major role in aiding cheating because of the opportunities
it provides distance learning students. For example, they can open many websites during exams, obtain others’
work without permission or citations, and copy correct answers, which is supported in the study conducted by
Watson and Sottile (2010). As to the causes of online cheating, students complained that there was no time to
study as most of them were part-time students and workers or parents, which is aligned with the study of Hosny
and Fatima (2014), who found that lots of students cheat because there was not enough time to study.
Non-regular attendance of virtual classes resulted in a lack of understanding of course content, which in turn
pushed students to try to cheat for high achievement as reflected in Diego (2017). Finally, concerning students
identifying some solutions to prevent cheating in online courses, their answers were divided into three
thematically based ideas. They suggested that they themselves study hard, review their lessons regularly, as
reported by the study conducted by Diego (2017), who emphasized on and recognized the importance of
academic honesty. It is very substantial for the students to recognize the importance of learning and working
harder, which is supported by King et al. (2009). Another solution for the absence of lectures is listening to
recorded lectures or find a more knowledgeable person to help them understand the content of the courses.
Moreover, they suggested various behaviours and instructional strategies from teachers and administrators, also
cited by King et al. (2009) as well as believing that it is within the university's duties to provide good technical
support and high security measures regarding exams and online tests.

5. Conclusion

To conclude, this study has investigated the students’ perceptions of cheating in distance learning at the English
Language Department at KAU in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. The results have indicated that many participants
admitted that they cheated during their online courses. They thought that cheating was caused by the inattention
of the students towards learning or by the technical problems of online platforms or programmes. This can be
minimised by understanding the reasons for cheating and having a complete image of the students’ struggles.
Finally, students must be made aware of their educational, social, and religious responsibilities and keep in mind
that learning is not just for school, but for life. For the pedagogical implementation for this study, more online
workshops about academic honesty and ethics should be provided for distance learning students; and a short
technical course including all the expected problems, and solutions should be given before the beginning of the
online semester. Developing and enforcing the university’s Code of Ethics and raising awareness of its
importance as well as catching and punishing those who engage in academic dishonesty is strongly suggested to
combat the problem.

5.1 Recommendations for Further Research

For further studies on cheating on distance learning platforms, researchers could compare students’ cheating
across different courses in distance learning at various universities in order to distinguish the most vulnerable
courses susceptible to cheating and identify the reasons behind this. They could also compare actual cheating and
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the students’ perception of dishonesty in online courses through observation. Moreover, conducting interviews
with the participants and teachers could offer a deeper view of the reasons behind cheating and academic
dishonesty online.
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