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Cheating 101

In my writing classes I often ask students to demonstrate their ability to explain how to do a thing. The exercise is designed as a way of strengthening one’s ability 
to use concrete details as a means of illustrating something unfamiliar to the reader. The point is to get writers to think about the fact that readers need lots of details if 
they’re going to be able to fully understand what the writer is trying to explain. Well, not long ago this particular exercise came along at the same time we were also talking 
about plagiarism, documentation procedures and so on. As part of this, the general topic of cheating in school came up, and we discovered that we had quite a lot to say 
about it. Because the discussion was so lively, I asked students to use the subject of how to cheat in school as the focus for their essays. Many of the essays focused on 
how to cheat on tests, as opposed to how to do so in an English composition course. Hmmmm. I wonder why? Anyway, what follows are some tips on how to cheat in college.

Start \vith the basics and keep things simple, seemed to be the most common advice. For example, if you’re in a fairly large classroom and can usually find a way to 
keep out of direct line of sight from the teacher, just carry a small cheat-sheet with the answers on it. This is usually easier to pull off than most teachers are likely to admit. 
After all, teachers are usually pretty bored when giving exams and typically will bring something with which to keep themselves occupied during the test. It’s usually 
pretty easy for the cheater to spare a quick glance down at a small piece of paper when the teacher isn’t looking. Also, thanks to the new technology, your computer can 
print out quite a lot of information in very small print, so your cheat-sheet can be fairly unobtrusive. Others suggested the tried-and-true method of writing answers on 
your arm and simply wearing a loose-fitting long-sleeve shirt or sweatshirt. Whenever you get the chance you just hike up your sleeve and get what you need. One student 
also noted that this method had the added advantage of “plausible deniablity” attached to it, since these days teachers are far more reluctant to cross a potentially legally 
damaging line by physically touching a student and raising their shirt sleeve, and the student can simply refuse to do so on their own, standing on “principle”. Ironic, huh? 
Anyway, many other bits of advice came in as variations on the same theme: notes on the brim of your hat (which I thought was poor advice, given how many people wear 
their hats backwards these days), or on your shoes or something like that. As far as the cheat-sheet method was concerned, the most ingenious method of cheating in this 
manner that was suggested was to peel away the label on a water bottle and write the answers on the back. Then, re-apply the lable and whenever you need to refer to your 
cheat-sheet you just take a sip of water. Pretty slick.

I did have a few brave souls discuss the ins and outs of cheating on college compositions. Most of these had to do with “borrowing” information from the internet. 
Interestingly, there was a fairly strong consensus among these writers as to the do’s and don’t’s of internet plagiarism. For one thing, most of them suggested that cheating 
on a college composition with any degree of safety usually involves a fair bit of research and labor. For example, since your teachers are likely to do an internet search 
of their own when they come across a suspicious-looking paper, make sure that you never take anything from a source that comes up as number one or even number five 
on a typical web-engine search. If you do, then you’ll likely get caught because those sources are of course the very ones the teacher is likely to bother looking at as well. 
If you’re going to take something from a web site, the consistent advice from my students was “scroll down”. Only steal stuff from sources which show up as search items 
near the middle or end of a long list of things. No teacher has the time to waste looking through twenty or thirty documents tying to find a match with your paper, and most 
teachers if they bother at all will only look at the first few items in a long list. Mind you, approaching your cheating like this takes a bit of effort, but the rewards are worth 
it. In addition, my students also suggested that to play if safe you should try to do a little research as to the prominence of the authors being plagiarized. The idea here 
was that you don’t want to steal things from some real well-known author because your teacher has a Ph.D. and there’s a good chance that he or she will have read such 
authors before. So, avoid the big-name writers and try to get a bit more obscure with the sources of your thievery.

This turned out to be a good assignment for the class. I got a lot of really good essays from them this time around, and almost everyone was able to provide very clear, 
step-wise details to describe how to cheat successfully in college. Maybe this had something to do with the old bit of advice to beginning writers: “Write about what you 
know”.

What I found most surprising about the cheating process, however, was how much trouble people were willing to go to in order to avoid simply doing the studying or 
writing themselves. I asked the class about this, inquiring that if it took so much labor to cheat in many instances, why not just study with the available time instead? Most 
were willing to concede that, yes, while it was possible to just use the time studying that doing so was still no guarantee of ultimate success. Cheating, they argued, 
dramatically increased your chances of getting a good grade without having to rely on just your own knowledge or skills. And how was I to argue with that sort of logic? 
I tried to give a reasonable response, but it only ended up coming out as just the sort of thing a student would expect a teacher to say, and so was instantly disregarded as 
Old-Fogeyism.

Later on in the discussion someone commented on the fact that in my syllabus I clearly state that cheating in my class results in immediate and irrevocable failure, 
with no whining or bargaining possible. The general attitude behind the comment was clearly one which suggested that this was pretty harsh punishment. I agreed, and 
explained my policy like this: It is my belief that I am responsible for my students. I really don’t want this responsibility, I just want to be an English teacher, but I believe 
I have it nonetheless. It is also my belief that humanity has always done what it discovers gets a desired result. So, people figured out a long time ago that behaving in 
certain ways got them what they wanted, and also learned to avoid certain behaviors that were counter-productive. Pretty simple, really. Well, this applies to cheaters also. 
When you cheat and get away with it, you come to learn that doing so will get you the result you desired all along, a good grade. College can be pretty stressful, and 
sometimes you just run out of time and so your options are limited: bomb the exam, or cheat? Write a paper of dubious quality in half an hour, or cheat? Seems like the 
choices are pretty clear: failure or a chance at success? Easy choice. And, when you pull it off then you learn that cheating was a viable option in getting what you wanted. 
And, of course, the cheater learns as well that if it worked once, it’ll work again. That’s only natural.

The problem, of course, is that as you cheat your way through your education you are actually learning nothing other than how to cheat successfully. Oh, I know. You 
say “But I never cheat on the stuff that counts. I just cheat in those stupid required courses like literature and psychology classes which have nothing at all to do with my 
major.” Au contraire. There’s a reason you’re required to take those “stupid” classes, even if you don’t realize it. Imagine: there you are, a college graduate, and now you’re 
on the job. The boss comes by your office and says “Terwilliger, I noticed when we hired you that you were an ‘A’ student in English. That’s great! I want you to take over 
all our interdepartmental communications as well as our company newsletter!:” This, of course, is when you turn to your boss and say “Oh, I really don’t know any of that 
stuff. I cheated my way through all the stupid courses.” Right?

Back to my feeling of responsibility for my students. Like I said, I wish I didn’t have this responsibility, but I can’t in good conscience deny that it’s mine. So, that’s 
why I fail students who cheat, and do so as unblinkingly as I might shoo a fly off my hamburger. It’s because I’m responsible for you. I’m trying to re-direct your behavior 
so that you do not learn that cheating is a viable means to an end. If I didn’t do this, then there’s a good chance that you’d just go on cheating throughout your entire college 
career, and your diploma wouldn’t be worth the paper it was printed on when you were finished. I know this is a bizarre concept, but I fail you for cheating for your own 
good. I’m looking out for you. Now isn’t that just the sort of thing you’d expect a teacher to say?


