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Abstract Over the last decade, high-profile cases of academic misconduct have
surfaced across Canada (Eaton, 2020a). I argue that it is systemic issues that
contribute to their ubiquity: knowledge is seen as a commodity, transcripts and
credentials as products, and students as consumers. As provincial governments in
Ontario and Alberta introduce funding models tied to graduate earnings and employ-
ment (Anderson, 2020; Weingarten et al., 2019), education becomes a financial
transaction and academic integrity is threatened. Credentials hold more value than
the process of learning, and when students pay for credentials, it is more palatable
to pay for grades. This is exacerbated by a supply and demand for academically
dishonest practices. File sharing websites that facilitate cheating are ubiquitous;
coursehero.com alone is worth over one billion dollars (Schubarth, 2020). Targeted
advertisements for essay mills abound. Meanwhile, academia increasingly relies on
the labour of sessionals (Shaker & Pasma, 2018), who tend to underestimate the
scope of misconduct (Hudd et al., 2009) and are less likely to report infractions
(Blau et al., 2018). Furthermore, those with graduate degrees are increasing (Wall
et al., 2018) while stable academic jobs are fewer (Kezar, 2013). Academics faced
with precarious employment often supplement income in what Kezar et al. (2019)
refer to as the “gig academy”. They are well-positioned to meet the demand for
ghost-written papers (Sivasubramaniam et al., 2016). Although many institutions
have responded with well-articulated policies and procedures, when entrenched in
a system that incentivises and facilitates dishonest practices, they are not lasting
solutions to chronic problems.
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Background

Over the last decade, high—profile cases of academic misconduct have surfaced
across Canada (Eaton, 2020a) and the globe, implicating individuals in powerful
positions, right up to the president of the United States, who was accused of hiring a
proxy to sit his SAT exam, securing him entrance into Wharton School of Business
(Trump, 2020). Closer to home, recent examples of academic misconduct in the
Canadian news include the arrest of an impersonator during an exam (Bains, 2019),
faculty degrees rescinded (Graveland, 2018), accusations of bribery in return for
grades (Leo, 2017), the revocation of the Order of B.C. in response to a college
admissions scandal (CBC News, 2020), and a questionable connection between the
Alberta Minister of Advanced Education and a ghost-writing website (Siever, 2020).
Although we see these types of cases with frequency in our newsfeeds, it is likely
that the scope of academic misconduct is still more ubiquitous and undiscovered.

Post-secondary landscapes have changed since the seminal work of Christensen
Hughes and McCabe (2006a, b) about academic misconduct in Canada. I argue
that emerging and systemic issues in higher education and society as a whole have
contributed to the ubiquity of academic misconduct and how it has shapeshifted in
response to new pressures and technologies. A glance at the comments section of
any news article about such cases and it is apparent that the public is quick to point
fingers at individuals and their perceived moral failings; individuals are viewed to be
solely responsible. Instead, in this chapter, I contend that neoliberalist pressures on
post-secondary institutions have led to an academic landscape where knowledge is
a commodity, transcripts and credentials are products, and students are consumers.
This chapter argues that economic and employment precarity among instructors,
disenfranchisement of students, and credentialism have created ideal conditions for
academically dishonest behaviours, in particular contract cheating.

Education as a Transaction

Tensions between public education and government funding are not new. Earlier
in this millennium, British Columbia faced massive cuts to education budgets under
premier Gordon Campbell during a time of economic optimism (Millar, 2008). Years
later, in the shadow of the economic downturn, such tensions persist and have height-
ened. Add to this the global pandemic and a resultant sea change in education, and
the future of higher education is murky, with the only certainty being that financial
tensions will endure.

In recent years, provincial governments have introduced new funding models
tied to graduate earnings and employment (Anderson, 2020). Although delayed in
Ontario due to COVID-19 (Friesen, 2020), the province’s proposed plan will tie
60% of higher education funding (some 3 billion Canadian dollars) to a list of 10
metrics by 2024–25; the rate when this plan was released in 2019 was 1.4% for
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universities and 1.2% for colleges (Crawley, 2019). According to the Ontario model
outlined by the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (Weingarten et al.,
2019), educational outcomes are measured and quantified by tax-linked data, and
faculty are compensated based on discrete research outputs and workloads. The
overarching goal of these policies is to produce “outcomes-based funding mech-
anisms and meaningful, intentional performance agreements between government
and providers” (Weingarten et al., 2019). The province of Alberta has proposed a
model closely based on Ontario’s; in fact, the lead author on the Higher Education
Quality Council of Ontario’s recommendation is a former University of Calgary
president. Unlike Ontario, Alberta plans to push ahead with this proposed funding
model despite the global pandemic (Friesen, 2020), as the provincial government
focuses on economic recovery. Although these funding models have clear finan-
cial foci, what they lack is mention of the intangible benefits of higher education,
such as the increase of knowledge or development of character. The gradual shift
“from a mission of public knowledge and citizenship to a mission of job training and
profitable patents” (Westheimer, 2018, p. 224) is notable.

The past decade has seen a marked shift from publicly-funded education to
publicly-aided education (Usher, 2020, p. 33). Since 2008, post-secondary institu-
tions across Canada have become increasingly dependent on tuition fees, the revenue
from which doubled in the last 12 years from $8 billion to $16 billion CAD; much
of it comes from international students who pay significantly higher tuition (Usher,
2020). It is unlikely that this recruitment of international students is a viable solution
to funding woes, especially in the wake of COVID-19.

Unable to subsist on government funding and domestic student tuition, post-
secondary institutions look to alumni and industry partners for donations. This is not
specific to Canada; for example, Oxford University in the UK awarded a Chinese
diplomat a created and meaningless credential in the hopes of securing donor dollars
(Graham-Harrison, 2020). A quick look at almost any campus directory reveals
where the money comes from. Buildings and faculties (now known as “schools”) are
often named for donors. I used to work in the Faculty of Education at the University
of Calgary, which later became the Werklund School of Education and is colloqui-
ally referred to by faculty, staff, and students as “Werklund”. It used to be called
“Education.”

Funding models based on discrete economic outcomes naturally lead to the
unequal distribution of monies in higher education. Programs that demonstrate grad-
uate employability and higher salaries simply receivemore financial backing directly
from individual donors and indirectly from provincial coffers, as universities direct
more resources into programs that are best aligned with funding metrics. This is
not limited only to funding, but also to prestige: Forbes ranks MBA programs by
graduate salary increases (Financial Times, 2019).

Concomitant with such models of funding is credentialism: positions that previ-
ously did not require post-secondary education now demand it, despite unchanged
job descriptions and responsibilities (Fuller & Raman, 2017) and lower graduate
earnings (Usher, 2020, p. 67). This phenomenon is also known as “credential creep”
or “qualification inflation” and a causal relationship between contract cheating and
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credentialism has been described (e.g.,Walker &Townley, 2012; Bretag et al., 2018).
It is also an unsurprising outcome of a job market where increasing numbers of
post-secondary graduates are willing to accept jobs for which they had tradition-
ally been over-qualified. As the goal posts have shifted, the number of business and
STEM degrees conferred has increased dramatically while the number of humanities
degrees has decreased over the last 15 years in the US and Canada (National Centre
for Educational Statistics, 2019; Usher 2020), prompting some to call it the “death
of the humanities” (i.e., Hanson, 2014). Similarly, business related post-secondary
education is now the most popular major in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017).

The increasing employer demand for higher education credentials has drivenmore
people to turn to post-secondary programs to secure basic stable employment, despite
having little interest or confidence in academia (Callahan, 2004). High school grad-
uates realize that the jobs for which they will apply have artificial prerequisites;
therefore they may see degrees as impediments standing between them and a living
wage. It is only natural that they will try to remove obstacles from or shorten this
path. This inevitably leads to what Westheimer (2018) refers to as the “shopping
mall university” in which young people look for “the cheapest and fastest means
for obtaining the basic skills and certification they need” and “courses not directly
related to job training lookmore andmore like useless dust to be eliminated” (p. 227).

Removing such “inefficiencies” from the system should not be the ultimate goal of
higher education (Levidow, 2007). The path to deep knowledge is wending, unquan-
tifiable, and inefficient by nature. Funding models that reduce knowledge to a job
title or a figure on tax return is fundamentally at odds with institutional mission and
value statements that cite the “advancement of learning and the creation and dissemi-
nation of knowledge” (McGill University, 2020), “embracing the power of curiosity,
and continually seeking and sharing new knowledge” (University of Calgary, 2019),
and “the pursuit, preservation, and dissemination of knowledge” (York University,
2020).

Education becomes a farcical transaction where the players pay lip service to the
quest for knowledge while engaging in a transaction whereby time and money are
exchanged for credentials, which are then exchanged for job opportunities. Research
from the UK (Bunce et al., 2017) found that students who take a consumer-oriented
approach to education tend to be in STEM fields of study, grade focused, and fee-
paying (as opposed to students with scholarships or external funding). The current
educational climate rewards all of these tendencies. The researchers found that such
students were more likely to believe that grades should be assigned in exchange for
tuition. In this scenario, grades and credentials are equated with currency: students
are paid in points (Cleminshaw, 2019) in return for educational goods (assignments)
and services (participation). When grades are akin to currency (Beatty, 2017), I
argue that it becomes more acceptable to pay for them; for example, students who
believe they are owed a certain grade because they have paid for it are more likely
to exchange other currencies (money) for goods (ghost-written papers) and services
(impersonation during an exam). This transactional model is exacerbated by both
supply and demand for academically dishonest practices in general and contract
cheating in particular. Contract cheating refers to the practice of students engaging
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in a transaction to have their schoolwork completed by a third party (Lancaster &
Clarke, 2008). This typically involves the exchange of money, but can also include
bartering.

Supply and Demand

As described earlier in this chapter, as more jobs require post-secondary education,
the number of Canadians with university degrees has steadily increased over the
last decades (Statistics Canada, 2017), and students are opting to enrol in more
professional and career-focussed programs such as Business (Usher, 2020). One
side effect of this is that, rather than a quest for knowledge, university has become a
quest for a credential and an obstacle to be overcome. Students recognize this; they
pay fees that have increased at rates that outstrip inflation (Usher, 2020) only to be
stuffed together in huge theatre style classrooms and large online classes. They know
they are being short changed and feel disenfranchised from universities; research has
demonstrated that student dissatisfaction with their learning environment is a factor
in contract cheating (Bretag et al., 2018).

Contract Instructors and Students

Meanwhile, increasing reliance on sessional labour in academia is a global
phenomenon that is also occurring in Canada (Shaker & Pasma, 2018); these are
also called contract or adjunct instructors, who teach under semesterly contracts.
Although some sessional instructors in fields like law or medicine may be well-
employed professionals, the vastmajority of sessionals patch together small contracts
to put food on their tables or pay off their student loans. They have no guarantee of
continued employment beyond their contract and often receive meagre pay and no
benefits. Although wages vary, $5000 CAD is not unusual, although $6000–7000
is more typical, depending on the institution and the instructor’s place on the pay
scale (Canadian Association of University Teachers, 2017), meaning that even with
a full teaching load many sessionals live in poverty. In a national survey, sessional
instructors rank job security is the most important concern followed closely by pay;
over half of respondents reported that their ability to make long term plans to buy a
home or have children has been negatively impacted by their job precarity (Foster &
Birdsell Bauer, 2018).

Sessionals’ precarious employment is compounded by the transactional nature of
education and student disenfranchisement discussed earlier in this chapter. Threads
on Reddit and online platforms for rating instructors commonly refer to how easy a
course is, directing and encouraging students to choose courses based on the likeli-
hood of getting a high mark for little work. They can review individual instructors
on websites like Rate My Professor, much like they would review a pair of shoes
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they bought or meal they had. Likewise, institutional student evaluations, which
are known to be flawed (Boring et al., 2016), are used as indicators of teaching
efficacy and can impact a sessional instructor’s chance of being rehired, although
at least one Canadian institution has prohibited the use of student evaluations as
factors influencing hiring and tenure (Farr, 2018). This system sets the stage for a
consumer-oriented approach to education, where the customer is always right, even
when they are doingwrong.When it comes to academic integrity, research has shown
that sessional instructors tend to underestimate the scope of misconduct (Hudd et al.,
2009) and are less likely to report infractions (Blau et al., 2018). It is possible that
one reason for this reluctance to report is the precarious nature of their employment
(Eaton, 2020c).

In fact, although sessional instructors are less likely to report academic miscon-
duct, they aremore likely to encounter it. It is sessionalswhomost often teach courses
such as general writing and communications courses (Childress, 2019) that are taken
by the majority of students across disciplines. These courses are typically large and
often online, and the “large and growing workloads of many academics” is suggested
by Walker & Townley (2012, p. 36) as causal factor in contract cheating. I recently
taught a writing course that is taken by over 2000 students annually, in cohorts of
60 students. With no teaching assistants, the marking itself was punishing, but add
to this communicating with students, preparing materials, and creating assignments,
and instructors are left facing a choice “to a. teach for an embarrassingly small hourly
rate, b. try to make their teaching something simpler and less time intensive, or c. not
teach at all” (Childress, 2019, p. 277). Although there are many recommendations to
prevent contract cheating and other forms of academic misconduct, such as changing
assignments, alternative assessments, and individual tasks, they are often impractical
given current workloads or curricular requirements. The COVID-19 pandemic and
the subsequent transition to distance learning has exacerbated this.

The task of effectively teaching and assessing such large numbers of students is an
almost impossible one without teaching assistance. Students may rightly feel unsup-
ported and unheard. How can they all get individual attention and assistance when
their instructor is over-extended? Certainly, there are proactive students that keep up
with the materials and seek assistance of their own volition. But what happens to the
students that cannot flag their struggles or articulate their needs to their instructor?
With such large classes, especially in remote environments, it is not possible for
instructors to know every individual student’s writing style and to engage in the
individual communication that is necessary to flagging many student issues. It is
no surprise that private companies have stepped in to fill the vacuum of faculty and
institutional support and mentorship by offering contract cheating services.

Students and Contract Cheating

In response to what Kaktiņš (2018, p. 272) refers to as the “fractured set of academic
norms that have arisen in response to the new academic environment,” students are



11 Education as a Financial Transaction: Contract Employment … 223

often targeted by savvy companies. Advertisements for ghost-written papers and
commissioned assignments are commonplace on campus bulletin boards and social
media sites like Reddit and Instagram. Many contract cheating companies market to
international students in other languages (Kaktiņš, 2018; Eaton&Dressler, 2019) and
use deceitful techniques such as blackmail or extortion to threaten students who have
purchased work (Sutherland-Smith & Dullagan, 2019). Recent large-scale research
out of Swansea (Newton, 2018), demonstrated not only that contract cheating has
increased rapidly in recent years, but also that as many as one in seven (or a mind-
boggling 31 million students globally) have purchased assignments.

Besides purchasing assignments, students often use both formal and informal file
sharing sites to share assignments and documents with other students. Like contract
cheating, business is booming: Chegg is valued at over 12 billion US dollars, and
its valuation increased threefold during the COVID-19 pandemic (Adams, 2021).
Coursehero.comwasworth over one billion dollars prior to the pandemic (Schubarth,
2020). This site purports to eschew plagiarism and academic misconduct (Course
Hero, 2021) while supporting students, and the company has worked hard to create
a brand that appears legitimate, even sponsoring educational events for faculty
members (Course Hero, 2020). In reality, the company pays students to share their
notes, assignments, and class files. Students can be paid with currency, or upload
documents in return for access to other documents. Other, less formal ways of sharing
assignments are also commonplace, with students sharing materials (i.e., lab reports,
previous assignments, exam questions) within learning platforms that encourage
collaboration and ePortfolios (Bollinger & Shepherd, 2010). In some cases, faculty
encourage the sharing of previous materials such as exams or student collaboration
on assignments, but much of what is uploaded onto file-sharing websites is done
without instructor permission or knowledge and is used with the intention to misat-
tribute work (Rogerson & Basanta, 2016). I believe that the lack of transparency
and consistency among classes contributes to confusion about file sharing and file
sharing companies capitalize on this opaqueness.

Contract Instructors and Contract Cheating

The services outlined above are borne of both supply and demand. It is relatively
easy for an organization to compile a database of assignments by working with file
sharing sites. Likewise, as graduate degree holders increase (Wall et al., 2018) and
stable academic jobs decline (Kezar, 2013), those on the margins of academia, such
as sessional instructors, are faced with precarious employment and often supplement
income in what Kezar et al. (2019) refer to as the “gig academy.” The precarity and
scarcity of academic employment is expected to persist in Canada; Alberta’s Occu-
pational Outlook (Labour and Immigration, Government of Alberta, 2019) predicts
a consistent and large surplus of job seekers compared to job openings for univer-
sity professors and lecturers, with 874 fewer jobs than seekers predicted by 2028
in Alberta; for reference, the imbalance is 277 for 2020; these predictions were
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published in 2019 prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, and it is not clear how or if the
pandemicwill impact these forecasts. These academic job seekers arewell-positioned
to meet the demand for ghost-written papers (Sivasubramaniam et al., 2016). Much
lower cost ghostwriting is done overseas, particularly inKenya, but former academics
or unemployed academics have also been shown to produce commissioned assign-
ments (Lancaster, 2019). Little research exists about this phenomenon because it is
such a well-guarded industry (Lancaster, 2019).

One of the largest contract-cheating websites is exemplary of the issues discussed
in this chapter; it is also the one implicated in the recent story that leaked wherein
a ghost-writer’s profile name and educational history shared many similarities
with Alberta’s minister of Advanced Education, Demetrios Nicolaides (Siever,
2020), although it is extremely unlikely he was actually the profile owner (Eaton,
2020b). This website’s main commodities are custom essays written by “current and
former academics… spit out or spit on by the system, [who] have become virtual
mercenaries.” (Unemployedprofessors.com, 2021b).

The FAQ section of this website further states that it is not illegal because the
essay has been purchased and copyright transferred, so the customer can do what-
ever they want with it, and “that’s the beauty of capitalism, baby!” Further down
the page, the FAQ admits that it’s “incredibly” unethical to purchase papers, but it is
justified “because the academic system is already so corrupt” (Unemployed Profes-
sors, 2021a). As of February, 2021, this company claims to have completed 133,461
projects. I was a long-time sessional instructor with patchy employment and have
also had targeted ads for this company pop up in my social media feeds.

This perfect storm of academic dishonesty is disheartening for those of us that
value education and the creation of knowledge. Academia today has created a
breeding ground for this situation—students who need university credentials for
job opportunities but see the process of getting them as an obstacle to overcome,
instructors that are overwhelmed and unable to give students the support and feed-
back necessary to facilitate deep learning, and an extremely competitive job market
where graduate degree holders and thosewith academicwriting skills find themselves
unable to earn a living wage through traditional academic employment. So, what can
be done, and how do we move forward? The next section outlines challenges and
opportunities.

What to Do?

Although many institutions have responded with well-articulated policies and proce-
dures, when entrenched in a system that incentivises and facilitates dishonest prac-
tices and situates academic integrity as an individual and moral issue, they are not
lasting solutions to chronic problems. Similarly, in medicine, painkillers can make
symptoms more bearable, but do little to treat the cause of an illness. Only by iden-
tifying and addressing the underlying factors that give rise to the symptoms will a
truly effective treatment be possible.
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Many go-to responses like workshops, punishments, and policy updates dull the
pain of the academic integrity crisis but may also obscure or even exacerbate prob-
lems. For example, students may find themselves looking to policies, workshop
information, or technological innovations like text matching software for loopholes
or ways to hide dishonest practices. Instead, detailed and realistic policies, sound
pedagogy, and educational opportunities for campus community members need to
be seen for what they are: ways to enhance treatment and improve outcomes, but only
when used thoughtfully and in conjunction with other more lasting measures. Other-
wise, they are littlemore than palliative approaches. The following paragraphs outline
areas in which changes need to take place in funding, grading, credentialing, and
hiring. These are not easy solutions and they all entail a widespread and fundamental
shift in approaches to higher education.

Discrete measurements like GPAs or letter grades are known to be ineffective
for providing feedback that encourages learning. Students often look at the grade
assigned for information about their work rather than instructor feedback about
their work. Studies show (Harrison et al., 2015) that when grades are not included
in the feedback, students are more likely to take it up. Grades motivate learners
to meet a goal rather than benefit from the process of striving for that goal. One
approach is to deemphasize grades or implement “ungrading” (Blum, 2020) to allow
students and instructors the space to focus on improvement and learning rather than
assigning grades. Grades are entrenched in the educational system, but instructors,
administrators, and learners would be wise to question their wholesale value.

Similarly, fundingmodels that look towards discretemeasures like graduation and
earnings should also be pushed back on. During a time when provincial governments
in Canada build a system that favours private education and fosters a system where
the privileged pay for credentials in order to maintain their privilege—those without
the ability to pay will not have the opportunity to receive an education. Those of us
that recognize the value of education as an opportunity to construct knowledge need
to be vocal in our protests against models that reduce the value of education to a
dollar figure.

Credential inflation also needs to be addressed. In many cases, university educa-
tion is not necessary. Colleges and technical schools are better positioned to meet the
needs of those who are looking for vocational programs. At the same time, colleges
should focus on their mandate to provide students with career-track education or an
alternative path to university. There has been a recent push in Ontario (Davidson &
Ruparell, 2020) toward colleges granting degrees, while universities may find them-
selves offering career-track programs to placate funders and secure industry donors,
both likely in a bid to compete for limited funds. In the same vein, employers need
to recognize that a bachelor’s degree is not a proxy for a better employee in many
professions and should use other metrics when hiring.

Finally, the hiring practices in academia need to be addressed. It is unfair to those
with advanced degrees to be treated as second class citizens, toiling away long hours
in precarious, poorly remunerated work. It is unjust for sessional instructors who
often find themselves with heavier workloads than their tenure track colleagues,
while earning half (or less) their wages. To a lesser extent, it is unjust to teaching



226 K. Crossman

faculty who are officially hired to focus on instruction, while in practice are expected
to engage in research and secure funding, all while teaching a heavier course load and
earning a lower salary than their academic track counterparts. Sessionals in particular
are often assigned large classes with heavy marking loads. A fairer redistribution
of workloads and more equitable remuneration are crucial to addressing academic
misconduct. Childress (2019), in his critique of contract employment in American
academia, puts forth principles for post-secondary institutions and notes that aworthy
institution ought to “foster and to respect itsweb of relationships. It is a culture shaped
and steered by its faculty. It places everyone into a place of continual learning. It
asks for regular public demonstration of that learning” he goes on to note that such
an environment “would make contingency unthinkable” (p. 154).

I believe that in largely abandoning traditional grading and assessment practices,
pushing back on metric-based funding models, reconsidering hiring practices and
requisite credentials in industry, and making equitable hiring practices of faculty,
academic dishonesty would also be unthinkable in the vast majority of cases. I
recognize that these suggestions will be seen as unrealistic by administrators, but
they are necessary if the academic integrity problems post-secondary institutions
currently face are to be adequately addressed. Surely this would lead to decreased
enrollment and revenue, but it would also lead to smaller classes, better pedagogy,
knowledge creation, and it would allow universities to truly enact their value and
mission statements.

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the vulnerabilities of the current
higher education environment. As classes have moved online, the burden of respon-
sive pedagogy has been revealed.When it wasmostly sessionals teaching large online
classes without teaching assistance, these concerns fell on deaf ears. Now that many
tenure track faculty without fear of keeping their jobs find themselves teaching these
classes, they are more able to speak out against the problems in the system. Like-
wise, students find themselves upset at paying the same tuition while purportedly
receiving fewer benefits (Anthistle, 2020); however, academically speaking, little
has changed. What students are not benefitting from in the time of the pandemic are
the extracurriculars that have become part and parcel of university study. Only time
will tell what the long-term impacts of the pandemic will be on higher education,
but it has provided a good litmus test of problems that permeate the system.

It is clear that there are no easy solutions. Academic misconduct cannot be willed,
punished, or defined away. It is borne of an academic environment steeped in neolib-
eral policies and funded by those with non-academic interests. It is unrealistic to
expect that anything other than a sea change will have a lasting impact on academic
integrity. All of us with a vested interest in ethical, just, and intelligent communities
in academia and beyond need to recognize and take action against the toxic environ-
ment that perpetuates layers of unethical behaviour. It is my hope that the fissures in
academia that the pandemic has revealed will catalyze a fundamental restructuring
of academia where academic integrity will be the norm.
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