
part two

the (nearly)  
Cheating-Free Classroom

For the past dozen years I have been writing a regular series of 
columns for the Chronicle of Higher Education. For the first half 
of that stretch, I wrote occasional personal essays about my life 
as an academic on the road to tenure. Once I had achieved that 
happy milestone, the column shifted in two im por tant ways: it 
moved from occasional to monthly, and the focus shifted from 
my personal life to teaching and learning in higher education. 
Within the first year or two of starting that column, I became 
acutely aware of the primary challenge of a regular publication 
deadline: coming up with a new idea each month. In both my 
series about my life on the tenure track and my first year or two 
of columns about teaching and learning I tended to draw heavily 
from my own personal experience, writing about the spe cific 
challenges I had experienced, and trying to de scribe the ways I 
had either met or failed to surmount them. After a dozen or so 
columns in my series on teaching and learning, I felt like I had 
exhausted the number of personal experiences that I could tap. I 
had to find a new way to approach the series.
 At some point I realized that I could best continue the series 
by identifying individuals who were doing outstanding work in 
the practice of teaching and learning and shine a light on them. 
If I chose my subjects well, I could both bring them some well-
deserved recognition and guide other interested faculty to new 
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56 The (Nearly) Cheating-Free Classroom

ideas, new resources, new teaching strategies, new research, new 
conferences or events, and new ways to think about our work as 
teachers. In order to help me discover the people who deserved 
that recognition and had some thing to offer to the rest of us, I 
dove back into the world of teaching and learning in higher edu-
cation—in which I have always kept at least a toe or two—with 
renewed zeal. I began connecting with faculty from around the 
country through various social media; I attended more confer-
ences in order to allow me to travel and meet faculty at as many 
different institutions as possible; I began subscribing to several 
newsletters and journals on teaching and learning in higher edu-
cation, and accepted an invitation to join the editorial board of 
one of them. It  wasn’t too long before I found myself with the 
opposite prob lem from the one that had spurred all of this activ-
ity: I now could hardly find time or space to write about all of 
the fascinating work in higher education that I saw happening all 
around me.
 When I had fin ished the research for the first couple of chap-
ters for this book and saw what the primary contextual factors 
were for inducing academic dishonesty, it occurred to me that I 
knew of faculty members whose research or classroom practices 
could serve as a model for readers of this book in each of those 
areas.
 I am telling you all of this in order to help explain what you 
will find in Part II. For each of the first four contextual factors 
iden ti fied in Chapter 2, I have selected a small number of faculty 
members who will serve as our guides in helping us see how to 
construct and teach a class that reduces the incentive and oppor-
tunity for students to cheat by increasing their desire and ability 
to learn. In each case I approached my faculty guides—all of 
whom have received multiple awards and recognitions for their 
teaching—with a de scrip tion of this proj ect and asked them if 
they would be willing to provide their expert assistance; they all 
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 The (Nearly) Cheating-Free Classroom 57

agreed readily. In all cases they provided me with course materi-
als and answered interview questions I sent them about both 
their spe cific teaching practices and their experiences with aca-
demic dishonesty. So you will find me quoting material from 
personal interviews, from profiles I may have written about them 
in the Chronicle, from their course materials, or from their own 
published work on teaching and learning in higher education.
 Fi nally, I am shifting slightly the order in which I will address 
each of the contextual factors we have considered. We will begin 
with the one that seems most im por tant to me—fostering in-
trinsic motivation in our students, as opposed to relying on ex-
trinsic motivators such as grades. That strikes me as the most 
foundational of the five factors that can induce or reduce cheat-
ing—it also strikes me as the one that will require the hardest 
thinking from you, and the most work, in considering how to 
revise your courses. In some cases, working to foster intrinsic 
motivation in your students might require you to rethink your 
course entirely, or rebuild it from the ground up. In the final 
section of the chapter I consider less drastic possibilities, such 
as assignment types that might help foster intrinsic motivation 
within any type of course structure. But if you are going to com-
mit to making one change in your teaching as a result of reading 
this book, focus on intrinsic motivation first. If your students are 
not motivated, they are not only more likely to cheat—they are 
also much less likely to be learning.
 The contextual factors taken up in the remaining chapters are 
ones that you can address through more  modest (and less time-
consuming) mod i fi ca tions to your teaching. Having said that, I 
should clarify that I would not expect any readers of this book to 
put it down and immediately revamp their courses in all four of 
the ways I will recommend in the following chapters. Unless you 
have rampant cheating in your classes, such a wholesale revision 
is probably not necessary. Start more  modestly by selecting one 
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58 The (Nearly) Cheating-Free Classroom

or two of the recommended changes and implementing them in 
your courses next semester. If you find that they have increased 
student learning in your courses and reduced any prob lems you 
have been having with academic dishonesty, try another one. I 
do believe that implementing all four of these recommended 
teaching practices is both possible and worthwhile, but I also 
know how much work it takes to revise a course. Better to start 
small than not to start at all. I hope that the results of even the 
smallest start will prove effective, and will inspire you to push 
yourself a little further with each new semester.
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4

FosteRing intRinsiC MotiVation

We all face the challenge of inspiring our students to develop 
intrinsic motivation to learn what we have to teach them—as 
opposed to inspiring them to learn it in order to achieve good 
grades or receive other extrinsic rewards—but I have always sus-
pected that historians face that challenge more intensively than 
the rest of us. I can make a relatively straightforward case to 
students about why they need to develop their writing skills, for 
example, which will follow many of them into their careers; I 
suspect you can make an equally compelling case to students 
about the many ways in which some basic sci en tific literacy will 
help them assess and evaluate the many con flicting claims that 
they will encounter in their lives about matters related to their 
health or the environment or the possibility that we’ll all be 
whipping around the sky in fly ing cars sometime soon. How to 
convince eigh teen- year- olds to care about the French Revolu-
tion, however, or the fall of the Roman Empire seems like a 
more dif fi cult challenge to me. It may be for this reason that 
some of the most interesting writing I have seen about learning 
and motivation in college and university courses has come from 
historians such as Susan Ambrose, the Vice Provost for Teaching 
and Learning at Northeastern University and the lead author on 
How Learning Works, an excellent overview of research on learn-
ing theory that you will see cited frequently in these pages.1

 But the most powerful work on motivation that I have en-
countered in the literature on teaching and learning in higher 
education—and perhaps the most powerful work I have en-
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60 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

countered on teaching and learning in general—also  comes 
from a historian—Ken Bain, whose 2004 book What the Best 
College Teachers Do has become an essential reference and re-
source book for many college and university faculty members.2 I 
had the excellent fortune to serve for three years as the assistant 
director of the Searle Center for Teaching Excellence at North-
western University while Ken was the director, from 1997 to 
2000, before I took my first tenure- track job. At that time Ken 
was preparing to write What the Best College Teachers Do; he was 
in the final stages of collecting and analyzing the materials he 
had gathered over the past fif teen years on the teaching habits, 
attitudes, and practices of the most outstanding college and uni-
versity teachers he had encountered in his career. I was able both 
to review some of those materials myself and to speak with him 
extensively about what he had learned from those teachers, and 
I had multiple opportunities to hear him present his find ings to 
other teachers.
 Beginning in the mid- 1990s, Ken began offering an intensive 
three- day workshop on Northwestern’s Evanston campus de-
signed to help faculty members from around the country re flect 
upon and engage with the ideas he had gathered from the out-
standing teachers in his study. During that workshop, participat-
ing faculty had the opportunity not only to hear about the work 
of those outstanding teachers, but to meet and interact with 
them, learning directly from the subjects of the study about the 
particular innovations that they had pioneered in their courses. 
For close to twenty years now, that workshop has remained a 
mind- blowing and career- charging event for the seventy or so 
faculty members who gather from around the country each year 
to learn from the most outstanding prac ti tioners in our collec-
tive fields of teaching and learning. Several years after I left 
Northwestern, the workshop followed Bain through several ca-
reer moves; after he become the provost of the University of the 
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 Fostering Intrinsic Motivation 61

District of Columbia in the spring of 2012, he began holding 
the conference each summer in the city of West Orange, New 
Jersey.3

 In June of 2012, I returned to the conference for the first 
time after a twelve- year absence. For three days, while the tem-
peratures outside climbed close to a sweltering one hundred 
degrees, I was able to reacquaint myself both with the ideas and 
practices that motivated Bain’s work, and with the teachers he 
both wrote about in the book and has continued to identify and 
study for his most recent book, What the Best College Students 
Do.4 So in addition to participating in electrifying workshops on 
theories of learning and motivation led by Bain himself, I lis-
tened in awe as Andy Kaufman, a Slavic languages and literature 
teacher from the University of Virginia, de scribed for us how 
his students were teaching Russian short stories and poems to 
the residents of a local juvenile correctional center; I learned 
about cutting- edge work in medical education by the Vanderbilt 
neuroscientist Jeanette Norden; and Charlie Cannon, from the 
Rhode Island School of Design, walked us through the real- 
world proj ects in which students are engaged in his architectural 
design studios. Although each of the speakers or workshop lead-
ers had a particular focus, the connecting thread among them 
was how deeply they had each thought about fostering intrinsic 
motivation in their students. For these outstanding teachers, the 
most im por tant task they set for themselves was determining 
how to inspire students to care deeply about what they were 
learning—to put aside the grade and engage with the material in 
ways that would create deep and substantial learning.
 What struck me just as forcefully, however, was the fact that 
the innovative approaches these faculty members took to their 
courses allowed them to create assessments that were virtually 
uncheatable: their students were engaging with real people, 
prob lems, and situations in ways which created unique learning 
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62 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

experiences that rendered it virtually impossible for one student 
or group of students to grab prepackaged material off the inter-
net or pull last year’s assessments out of a fraternity file cabinet. 
The workshop provided a healthy con fir ma tion for me that the 
most effective means to teach our students are also the most ef-
fective means to reduce the incentive and opportunity to cheat. 
In this chapter, I am going to begin with Ken Bain’s research 
about intrinsic motivation, then consider the work of one of the 
exemplary teachers he has studied, and whose work I first en-
countered at that summer workshop. That teacher has focused 
his attention on his course as a whole, structuring it from top to 
bottom in ways that are inspiring intrinsic motivation in his stu-
dents. But you may not have the time or inclination to restruc-
ture your course in such a wholesale manner, so I want to fin ish 
the chapter with a quick introduction to one of my own col-
leagues, a psychologist who has found ways to ground spe cific 
assessments, rather than wholly restructured courses, in the lives 
and interests of her students. I hope that by covering this range 
of possible innovations, from the entire course to the individual 
assessment, you will be inspired to find a way into a course or 
assessment innovation of your own, one that increases intrinsic 
motivation—and, in the pro cess, reduces cheating.

Ken Bain’s Best Teachers

“People learn best,” Bain writes in What the Best College Teachers 
Do, “when they ask an im por tant question that they care about 
answering, or  adopt a goal that they want to reach . . . If we are 
not seeking an answer to anything, we pay little attention to 
random information.”5 This should not come as surprising to 
us if we stop and think about it; we are inspired to learn about 
topics that we already care about, or that are able to capture 
our attention when we first encounter them. Bain’s research on 
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 Fostering Intrinsic Motivation 63

learning and motivation suggests two possible avenues for teach-
ers seeking to light the intrinsic fires of their students. First, you 
might engage students in your course by centering the course 
on questions or issues that you know the students already care 
deeply about. That  doesn’t mean pandering to whatever topics 
happen to be in Sports Illustrated or Glamour magazine that 
week. As Bain explains, the subjects of his study accomplish this 
task “primarily by helping students see the connection between 
the questions of the course and the questions that students 
might bring to the course.”6 Students, like all of us, want the 
answers to questions, both big and small, about their lives and 
their futures and their world. They are anxious to know what 
awaits them in the world beyond college; they might be encoun-
tering death and infirmity for the first time with aging grandpar-
ents; they struggle with money and sex and morality. In all of 
these areas they have questions, and thinking about how our 
courses tie into these big questions can help create connections 
between their concerns and ours.
 Bain, for example, mentions an early- twentieth- century his-
torical event that he has covered in his his tory courses: the for-
mation of the League of Nations after World War I and the deci-
sions that US president Woodrow Wilson made in attempting to 
convince the US Senate to join the newly formed international 
or ga ni za tion. As you might imagine, asking students to care 
about such a seemingly arcane historical matter might prove 
challenging to any teacher of his tory. But Bain painstakingly 
traces the reasons why historians might take an interest in such 
an event, focusing on the question of whether Wilson might 
have made different decisions and taken a different course of ac-
tion. If he had, might he have ultimately prevented World War 
II? This in quiry leads Bain to the biggest question of all: “Can 
people control their own destiny, or does some kind of deter-
minism, economic or otherwise, sweep us along, making us hap-
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64 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

less observers and chroniclers of our own fate and the antics of 
even a powerful individual such as Woodrow Wilson insig nifi-
cant?”7 That’s the kind of question in which any human being 
should take an interest; the trick for the historian is to help stu-
dents understand how a close analysis of the Woodrow Wilson 
story might help us meditate more deeply about it.
 A second way to think about Bain’s research on motivation 
and learning, instead of trying to seek out and connect with the 
spe cific questions the students already have, is to present to the 
students intriguing or fascinating or puzzling stories and prob-
lems and to encourage them to develop their own questions 
about those stories or prob lems. “The people we explored,” 
Bain writes, “know the value that intellectual challenges—even 
inducing puzzlement and confusion—can play in stimulating 
interest in the questions of their courses.”8 This approach might 
make most sense in upper- level courses, where students already 
have an interest in the discipline and are more likely to find 
themselves hooked by a ter rific story or a curious prob lem. The 
key to this approach is to present to the students the prob lem or 
challenge and then let them develop their own questions, rather 
than trotting them through a series of sub- questions that you 
have already outlined for them. So in the end, like the first ap-
proach, this one establishes an environment in which students 
are driven by their questions instead of yours. I should note that 
this approach will only work if you present to the students big, 
real, and relatively unstructured prob lems or challenges. Your 
conundrums will not count as intriguing challenges or fascinat-
ing prob lems if you  don’t still see them as such, and if they do 
not exist within large and unstructured domains that allow for 
approaches from multiple angles, or questions from multiple 
perspectives. I have always noticed that my literature classes be-
come the most interesting and energized when I am teaching a 
work for the first time and have not yet fully formed my own 
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 Fostering Intrinsic Motivation 65

theories and ideas about the work. In those classes, I am much 
more open to simply letting the students drive the discussion, 
rather than trying to lead them by the nose through my pet 
theories about the text.
 I would argue that we need to add one final element to our 
courses if we want to foster intrinsic motivation, in addition to 
constructing them in ways that either connect them to students’ 
pre- existing questions or inspire them with fascinating chal-
lenges or prob lems. We have to give the students opportunities 
to respond in authentic ways over which they have some con-
trol. We  don’t want to pose a fascinating question to our stu-
dents and then allow them to answer that question only through 
a multiple- choice exam. To foster intrinsic motivation, we have 
to think more creatively than that, or at least more flexibly, and 
give students the choice to respond in ways that emerge from 
their grappling with those questions.
 To consider each of these elements in greater depth, let’s turn 
to the work of Andy Kaufman, and to the University of Virginia 
students who spend their semester teaching classic works of Rus-
sian literature to the residents of a local juvenile correctional 
center.

Andy Kaufman’s Big Challenge

The first time that Andy Kaufman taught in a correctional cen-
ter, a prison fight broke out while he was being escorted to his 
classroom. The guard and chaplain who were accompanying 
him quickly shuffled him into a locked room, where they spent 
thirty minutes waiting out the melee. After calm had been re-
stored, and he continued his walk down the corridors of the fa-
cility, Kaufman could see prisoners standing or sitting in the 
small cells they passed. He was struck by the size of the rooms, 
which he guessed were no more than 150 feet square and were 
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66 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

crowded with beds and metal sinks and latrines. “I grew claus-
trophobic just looking into them,” Kaufman told me in an inter-
view.9

 When he fi nally made it into the classroom at the nearby Vir-
ginia correctional center—where he had agreed to teach a class 
on Russian literature to a small group of inmates as part of a 
celebration of reading sponsored by the National Endowment 
for the Arts—nervously clutching his notes for an introductory 
lecture on The Death of Ivan Ilyich, he found himself facing 
 fifteen men in orange jumpsuits and wondered whether they 
would care about a word he said. Like ev ery good teacher has to 
do from time to time, he assessed the situation at hand and 
made a quick decision to abandon his prepared lesson plan and 
adjust his teaching to the faces in the room.
 “So what did reading The Death of Ivan Ilyich,” he said to 
them, “mean to you?”
 Much to his surprise, Leo Tolstoy’s novella of the unex-
plained and unexpected death of a Russian judge living in the 
1880s meant many things to those inmates. After a brief period 
of uncomfortable silence—the kind to which we are all accus-
tomed, and have to learn to sit through if we want our students 
to add their voices to our classrooms—the inmates began to 
speak to Kaufman about what they had learned from Ivan Ilyich. 
“How you treat people,” one of the inmates ventured, “you 
know, how he treated people as judge—that’s how he was gonna 
get treated as a patient.” Another pointed out that while it was 
too late for Ivan Ilyich to change his life, it was not too late for 
the inmates. They had to learn to take better advantage of the 
time they had left.
 Ninety minutes later, Kaufman realized that his time in that 
prison classroom had been a powerful learning experience for 
him, reigniting his passion for the great works of literature that 
he had spent countless hours analyzing in more technical ways 
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or writing about in his scholarship. As he explained in an essay 
he sent me about the experience:

By moving outside of my comfort zone, by experiencing the 

work in a radically unfamiliar context, I was able to rediscover its 

power and relevance for myself. Russian formalists introduced 

the concept of ostranenie—making the familiar appear unfamil-

iar—as the means by which a work of art gains force to affect 

thought and emotions. What I experienced on that day was a 

classic case of ostranenie. It felt as if I were encountering Tol-

stoy’s great novella for the very first time.

That the experience could have made Kaufman feel as if he were 
encountering the work for the first time is all the more striking 
when you note Kaufman’s academic credentials: the author of 
Un der stand ing Tolstoy, published in 2011 by the Ohio State 
University Press; a lecturer in the Department of Slavic Lan-
guages and Literatures at the University of Virginia; and the au-
thor of a forthcoming crossover book on Tolstoy’s most fa-
mous novel, War and Peace. But we all know that scholarly and 
professional accomplishments like these can come to feel, over 
the course of a career, like extrinsic motivations through which 
we drift away from our real love for our subject matter. What 
Kaufman rediscovered in that prison classroom was his own in-
trinsic motivation for studying the great works of Russian litera-
ture. The responses of the inmates helped him remember the 
power of literature to transform lives. In the room full of prison-
ers, he says, “I was forced to have authentic conversations with 
inmates about things that matter to all of us as human beings 
and not merely things that matter to me as a professional aca-
demic.” As well as reigniting his passion for his subject matter, 
those conversations revealed new ways of un der stand ing and 
analyzing the story. The prisoners brought to the discussion ta-
ble experiences with isolation and alienation and despair that 
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helped Kaufman rethink elements of the story he had once taken 
for granted.
 Kaufman continued to re flect on his experiences for weeks 
and months after his visit to the correctional center, wondering 
how he could provide for his university students the kind of 
transformative and intrinsically motivating encounter with the 
literature—and with other human beings—that he had experi-
enced. The eventual result of his re flections was Books Behind 
Bars: Life, Literature, and Leadership, a course at the University 
of Virginia in which Kaufman’s students study selected shorter 
classics of Russian literature and then teach them to the resi-
dents of a juvenile correctional center near the University of 
Virginia campus. Kaufman has been teaching the class since the 
spring of 2010, and it has become a mind-  and life- changing 
experience for Kaufman, for the students who sign up each se-
mester, and for the residents of the correctional center. The 
students in Kaufman’s course undergo a condensed version of 
his experience as a scholar and teacher of Russian literature. 
They spend the first weeks of the semester seeking to analyze 
and understand the themes of the works on the syllabus in for-
malized and historically contextualized ways, and then spend 
the middle and final weeks of the semester seeing how those 
themes become meaningful to the human beings sitting in front 
of them. In their class meetings on campus the students work in 
small groups to prepare lesson or discussion plans for the resi-
dents of the correctional center; in their meetings at the correc-
tional center, they let the concerns and comments and reactions 
of the residents drive their discussions. Ultimately, Kaufman ex-
plained in a radio broadcast about the course, the students and 
the residents are holding “conversations about life, through lit-
erature, about things that really matter to them.”10 Those con-
versations are the purpose of the course.
 It should come as no surprise, when the course’s purpose 
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 Fostering Intrinsic Motivation 69

is characterized in this way, that Kaufman’s students find the 
course such an amazing and intrinsically motivating learning 
experience. Note first that Kaufman wants the students to have 
conversations about things that matter to them—i.e., both the 
residents and the students—instead of about things that matter 
to him. In March of 2011, Kaufman and one of his students 
from the course wrote companion essays about their experiences 
for the Inside Higher Ed website. The student, Hannah Ehrlin-
spiel, notes spe cifi cally the disconnect she had been accustomed 
to experiencing between the study of literature and any real or 
meaningful connections to her own life: “real, personal rele-
vance and human connection had often been discouraged in my 
other classes.” Hence it proved dif fi cult for her at first to hold 
conversations with the residents in which those connections be-
came central. But once those conversations began to blossom, 
she was reminded—just as Kaufman was reminded in his prison 
teaching experience—that “the questions raised by great litera-
ture are ac tually the most im por tant questions raised by life it-
self.”11 Multiple students in Kaufman’s course have been inter-
viewed for a long- term study of the course’s impact, and they 
speak again and again in those interviews on the way in which 
the course helped them see the relevance of the literature to 
their lives, the lives of the residents, and the world around them 
today.
 But such relevance was not found by simply skating over the 
surface of the works and find ing easy points of connection. The 
students were motivated by their encounters with the residents 
to dig more deeply into the works than they otherwise might 
have, in order to help ensure that they were well prepared. As 
Ehrlinspiel explains:

For years I had always been taught that literature was some thing 

you had to stab at, to pick through until it gave up its most com-
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70 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

plex secrets. “Books Behind Bars,” however, taught me to ap-

preciate simplicity, to yield to the most basic stirrings of emotion 

caused by a genuine smile or by a beautiful simile. As a result, I 

got much closer to the texts than ever before, and became genu-

inely interested in what each work really means.12

In college- level courses of literature we  don’t spend too much 
time thinking or worrying about the “basic stirrings of emo-
tion” that works of literature inspire in our students. We are 
much more accustomed to, as poet Billy Collins once put it, “tie 
the poem to a chair with rope / and torture a confession out of 
it.” Whatever emotions the poem might stir in our students, we 
perhaps imply to them, are their business, and  don’t belong in 
the classroom. Stick to the facts (or formulae, or concepts, or 
whatever the technical tools of our discipline might be). But 
theories of intrinsic motivation tell us that if we want students to 
learn the material as deeply as possible, we have to first help stu-
dents see the ways in which our course material connects mean-
ingfully to our lives, or can help us solve prob lems or enrich our 
futures. Only after they have seen and understood this will they 
take the time to become genuinely interested, as Kaufman’s stu-
dent puts it, “in what each work really means”—which should 
then stir their interest in the formal tools of disciplinary analysis 
that will help them find that meaning.
 I suggested earlier that fostering intrinsic motivation in our 
students can happen in three ways: connecting the questions 
of the course to questions the students already have; challeng-
ing the students with questions or prob lems that you can help 
them see as fascinating and im por tant; and engaging them 
with authentic assessments. Let’s elaborate on each of these 
three conditions by considering Kaufman’s course in a bit more 
detail.
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 Fostering Intrinsic Motivation 71

 Undoubtedly the conversations that Kaufman’s students have 
with the residents of the correctional center help them see the 
connections between their own lives and the classic works of 
Russian literature. The special genius of this course is that Kauf-
man asks his students to design conversations that will highlight 
the links between Russian literature and the lives of the resi-
dents—as they do so, the students are simultaneously thinking 
about and seeing connections between the literature and their 
own lives. This should not come as too much of a surprise, since 
the residents and the students are not too far apart in age and 
hence share some commonalities. Both groups are in a kind of 
waiting period before adulthood will really begin, and so they 
share a particular interest in what the future will hold for them, 
and how the forces of the world will shape and mold their adult 
lives. When the students come to see the works of the great Rus-
sian writers as offering them insights and ideas into what that 
pro cess will entail, and how they can best negotiate it, they be-
come intrinsically motivated to learn more about what those 
authors might have to teach them.
 This be comes especially evident when you read the com-
ments of students who have taken the course, which Kaufman 
has been gathering for his own study of the effectiveness of his 
approach to teaching literature. The Russian works they were 
reading and teaching to the residents, one student said, “cov-
ered the deepest questions of humanity: Who are we? Why are 
we here? What is our place in life? How should we act with other 
people? What does death mean? That’s a big one. All of those 
kinds of questions that ev ery body meditates on. These are ques-
tions that apply to ev ery body.” Another student likened the 
 difference between Kaufman’s approach to literature and the 
approach she encountered in most literature courses to the dif-
ference between theoretical and applied mathematics: “If you 
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72 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

can have calculus and applied calculus, I think . . . this class is 
applied literature. You’re applying it to your life. The personal 
aspect is some thing you  don’t ever get in Eng lish classes. You’re 
not expected or ever requested to compare it [the literature] to 
your life to see if you could relate to it.” Taken metaphorically, 
that analogy seems like an apt one to me in thinking about this 
approach to fostering intrinsic motivation. While ev ery course 
we teach might have a theoretical or pure side to it, connect-
ing to the questions that students bring to our courses means 
thinking about the “applied” nature of our disciplines and our 
courses. What do our courses have to offer that will help stu-
dents answer the questions that they already have—whether 
those questions are about mortality, or politics, or race, or the 
chemicals in our food? How can we design our courses in ways 
that will give students a clear vision of these applications? Kauf-
man has approached this challenge in a unique way—by asking 
his students to think about the applications of the course mate-
rial to the lives of the residents, he helps them see its applications 
to their own lives as well.
 But the course also fosters intrinsic motivation in that it pres-
ents a dif fi cult and fascinating challenge to the students, one 
that forces them to work together in order to achieve their 
goals. Prior to the registration period for the coming semes-
ter’s courses, Kaufman holds an information session on campus 
about Books Behind Bars, inviting students to come and learn 
about what they will be doing in the course. Students know well 
in advance of the course that they will be responsible for guiding 
conversations about Russian literature with the residents of a 
juvenile correctional center. This real- world experience looms 
above them from the moment they enter the course, and guides 
and inspires all of their learning. One student noted, in her com-
ment about the course, that the prospect of facing this dif fi cult 
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challenge brought the students together as a group, as well as 
heightening their interest in the course:

we were all in such a new position and none of us knew what 

it was going to be like. So, you were naturally on adrenaline, 

 excited when you were talking with people about it. And that 

makes you feel closer to people when you’re that excited. And 

you’re naturally going to be more open with people. And you’re 

all going in with the same kind of fears and vulnerabilities and 

that bonds people faster, I think. The idea of being so vulnerable 

and not knowing what’s gonna happen. You’re naturally more 

willing to talk to people and to open up. It’s a kind of, ‘You’re all 

in this together,’ feeling.

This student offers a fascinating insight into the way in which a 
challenging academic task can help not only motivate the stu-
dents, but also draw them closer to one another, as they realize 
that they can rely on one another for both emotional and intel-
lectual support. Their shared purpose, and their uncertainty in 
the face of a large and unstructured prob lem, creates an immedi-
ate sense of cohesion among the group.
 Bain’s theories on motivation suggest that intrinsically moti-
vating questions we pose to the students have to be authen-
tic ones—they cannot be questions to which we already have 
the answers, and toward which we slowly lead students in a step- 
by- step pro cess. They have to be precisely the kind of unstruc-
tured, open- ended prob lems or questions that we all address 
in our own research. Such questions can be posed to the stu-
dents through individual assignments, but Kaufman really poses 
these questions through the entire structure of his course: Can 
the great works of Russian literature help provide insights or 
guidance into the lives of these troubled teens? If so, how can 
Kaufman’s students help the residents see and understand—
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74 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

and perhaps even act upon—those insights? Ultimately, how can 
these college students—many of whom are coming from posi-
tions of great relative privilege—make a positive difference in 
the lives of these juvenile offenders?
 Bain’s work also suggests that if we are asking students to 
grapple with authentic, open- ended questions or prob lems, we 
have to give them the freedom and autonomy to follow those 
questions wherever they may lead—just as our own research 
questions lead us into a maze of unpredictable places at times, as 
we follow false leads and dead ends and promising notions, of-
ten ending up in places that we could never have predicted at the 
outset. Kaufman accomplishes this by setting a dif fi cult chal-
lenge before his students, and then stepping back and becoming 
a facilitator who helps the students meet that challenge. He 
provides readings for them in Russian literature and in peda-
gogy, guiding them in conversations about how they can best 
meet the challenge of working with the residents. But the stu-
dents have the responsibility for creating their lesson plans, for 
holding the conversations, and for following the paths that are 
opened up by those conversations. In the words of one student, 
“It was pretty evident from the beginning that it was going to be 
the professor laying the groundwork and us doing most of the 
work. And I think that was pretty consistent. When we went 
into class we really expected that it was going to be us doing 
most of the work, which was good. We really had ownership of 
that class.” Their ownership of the course means that each small 
group conversation between students and residents looks a lit-
tle different from the others: some students plan more struc-
tured activities with the stories or poems they have read while 
others seek to foster more informal conversations. In ev ery case, 
though, the students have the primary responsibility for deter-
mining how they will meet the challenge that Kaufman has set 
for them.
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 Whether you are designing a course that addresses the ques-
tions the students bring, or posing them challenging questions 
that you hope will intrigue and inspire them—or both—the fi-
nal essential element in fostering intrinsic motivation is the use 
of authentic assessments. Authentic assessments allow students 
to respond to the questions in ways that allow them to show 
what they have learned, rather than to check off boxes or jump 
through hoops. We will cover this notion in more detail in the 
next chapter, but for now we can get a glimpse of it in Kaufman’s 
assignment for his course. Throughout the semester, the stu-
dents are regularly writing journal entries and other shorter es-
says that de scribe what they are learning from their experiences 
preparing for and talking with the residents. At the end of the 
semester, they compile those writings into a “Learning Portfo-
lio,” which they use as the basis for a final re flective essay on the 
course. In describing the purpose of the essay on his syllabus, 
Kaufman explains that they should analyze their Learning Port-
folio in order to see how it “re flect[s] changes in your thinking 
and/or writing about literature, life, your education as a whole, 
about you as a learner and as a person, about the way you un der-
stand yourself and others, etc. In other words, you and your 
learning experience [in the course] are the subject of this essay.” 
What I think really matters about this assignment is the way in 
which it invites the students to re flect upon and document their 
own learning. Just as Kaufman gives students autonomy in terms 
of how they meet the challenge of the course—teaching Rus-
sian literature to the residents—so he gives them autonomy in 
thinking about how to best demonstrate to him what they have 
learned in the course. Authenticity in this context does not mean 
that the assignment replicates some thing you might find outside 
of the classroom, in the “real world”; it means instead that stu-
dents must draw from themselves and their own experiences in 
order to prepare the work they submit for evaluation.
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 I want to fin ish my analysis of Books Behind Bars by pointing 
out that, of course, Kaufman’s learning portfolios are literally an 
uncheatable assignment—much of the writing for the Learning 
Portfolio  comes from in- class writing assignments, and students 
must write their re flective essays about their experiences with 
the residents, which Kaufman has spent the semester observing. 
Those portfolios, in addition to the work they do in helping to 
foster intrinsic motivation, represent the ideal example of what I 
call a grounded assessment.13 You will not find a more effective 
means of eliminating cheating in your courses than grounding 
your assessments, by which I mean that you design assessments 
that are unique to each spe cific course you teach, each semester. 
While that might sound like a time- consuming nightmare, it 
does not have to be. Kaufman’s course, by its very nature, cre-
ates grounded assessments because each semester his students 
will have a new set of conversations with a new set of residents. 
Since he has supervised and observed those conversations, stu-
dents cannot simply fabricate their learning portfolio or find 
similar experiences online—they must speak from and engage 
with the unique experiences they had in the course in that se-
mester. Courses that depend upon community ser vice learning, 
or any kind of major event or interaction with others, lend them-
selves automatically to grounded assessments—perhaps our best 
defense against cheating.
 But grounded assessments  don’t ac tually require community 
ser vice learning, or building your course around visits to a juve-
nile correctional center, or any other conceptual overhaul of 
your teaching. You can use highly cheating- resistant grounded 
assessments in any course with just a little bit of creative think-
ing. For the past several years I have been hearing from students 
about a colleague who was grounding her assessments in unique 
and fascinating ways. Sarah Cavanagh is an assistant professor at 
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Assumption College who has quickly built a reputation as an 
outstanding teacher in high demand. Cavanagh’s research inter-
ests focus on the interaction of psychological and biological pro-
cesses in healthy and disrupted emotion regulation; her areas of 
teaching focus are motivation and emotion; social, cognitive, 
and affective neuroscience; and a multidisciplinary approach to 
teaching abnormal psychology. Like all of us here on campus, 
she teaches a mix of lower-  and upper- division courses, with 
a regular suite of introductory courses in her discipline each 
year—in her case, the general psychology course taken by many 
freshman for a general education requirement. I asked Cava-
nagh if she would show me examples of some of the grounded 
assessments she uses in her courses. The ones she provided for 
me helped me to see more clearly the different ways in which 
faculty in any discipline, in even the most conventional types of 
courses and teaching formats, can ground their assessments. In 
the examples that I will give from Cavanagh’s courses, you will 
see assignments or exam questions that are grounded in the 
unique experience of the course in four different ways:

 1. Time. Students connect course content to events, conversa-

tions, trends, or research they experience uniquely within the 

con fines of that semester.

 2. Place. Students connect to some thing in the local community, 

whether that means their dorm, their campus, or the city in 

which their institution is located.

 3. Personal. Students consider how course content shapes or 

could be used to understand a spe cific experience in their 

lives.

 4. Interdisciplinary. Students draw connections not only be-

tween your course content and other disciplines they have 

studied, but especially between your course and other spe cific 
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78 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

courses they have taken, or co- curricular activities like on- 

campus lectures, performances, and other learning- oriented 

events.

Let’s consider an example of each of these kinds of grounded 
assessments from Sarah Cavanagh’s courses.14

Time. In Cavanagh’s introductory course in General Psychol-
ogy, she wants students to develop basic media literacy in the 
subject, and learn how to evaluate the accuracy of reporting on 
psychological topics in the press. To help accomplish that goal, 
she gives them this assignment:

Find a recent (i.e., posted in the last few months) popular media 

account describing the find ings of a psychological study. Good 

sources include the New York Times, “the body odd” on msnbc, 

and TIME Magazine online. Using the school library’s website, 

find the original research article the media account is describing. 

Write a 1–3 page letter to the editor evaluating the popular me-

dia piece. If their account was thorough and accurate, de scribe 

why. If their account was inaccurate, over- sim pli fied, or different 

in emphasis than the original research article, de scribe why. Con-

clude with a statement about the in flu ence of popular media on 

public perceptions of psychology, and the importance of holding 

the popular media accountable for accurate portrayals.

Such an assignment obviously cannot be shared from semester 
to semester, since the students have to engage with a very recent 
piece of research. The concluding paragraph she de scribes might 
leave itself open to plagiarism, but the heart of the assignment is 
one that students will have to engage in afresh ev ery semester. 
As effectively as this assignment deters potential plagiarism, I 
find it even more impressive in its ability to help students see the 
currency and relevance of what they are learning in Cavanagh’s 
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course by asking them to notice how this academic discipline 
manifests itself on a daily basis in the media that surrounds 
them. The assignment also encourages students to see them-
selves as members of a scholarly discipline who are charged with 
evaluating the work of others who are thinking or writing about 
their subject matter.

Place. Cavanagh’s place- based assignment, used in an upper- 
level psychology course, shares elements of Kaufman’s course in 
the way it asks students to engage with and serve the local com-
munity. Supervising this assignment over the past two years, she 
told me, has been one of the most satisfying experiences of her 
career. Students in her Physiological Psychology course give a 
group presentation on a topic in neuroscience. But instead of 
just asking them to step to the front of the room and do the 
usual PowerPoint song and dance, she presents them with a 
much more challenging and innovative assignment:

Working with several other students in a group, you will design a 

5–10 minute lesson plan for 5th graders covering some aspect of 

basic brain anatomy or function. You will submit draft and final 

lesson plans, and we will hold a “dress rehearsal” of these lesson 

plans in class. During National Brain Awareness Week in March, 

you and your group members will present these lesson plans in a 

local elementary school.

As Cavanagh acknowledged when she sent me this example, 
students can undoubtedly still get their information from online 
sources, and potentially plagiarize parts of it. But even if they do 
this, as she also pointed out, “they still have to modify them to 
fit the age group and the time frame, and the bulk of the work is 
in the practicing, dress rehearsal, and leading the students the 
day of the event.” And, she added, as a bonus, “having to per-
form in unusual circumstances also seems to lead to a sharp re-
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duction in ‘phoning it in’ presentations—the students are really 
engaged and enthusiastic.” An assessment like this one pulls 
disciplinary questions from the ether and drops them directly 
into the community in which our students are living, helping 
them see its relevance to their lives today—and, of course, mak-
ing it much more dif fi cult for them to disengage from the as-
signment and complete it dishonestly.

Personal. Research on human memory from cognitive theorists 
points convincingly to the fact that creating personal connec-
tions to knowledge helps create deeper learning. In The Seven 
Sins of Memory, Daniel Schacter, a neuropsychologist at Har-
vard, notes that “numerous experiments have shown that when 
we encode new information by relating it to the self, subse-
quent memory for that information improves compared to other 
types of encoding.”15 Our memories, Schacter theorizes, prefer 
to hang on  longer to information for which we can see some 
obvious personal relevance.16 In Cavanagh’s upper- level course 
on Motivation and Emotion, she gives her students the oppor-
tunity to make such personal connections to the course material 
with the following essay assignment:

What are the primary forces that shape your behavior? Which of 

the topics we’ve covered have the most relevance for your daily 

experiences and choices? Choose a particular instance/anecdote 

in which there were strong motivational in flu ences on your be-

havior and tie in the motivational forces at play in your life with 

the relevant concepts and topics covered in class. Examples could 

be a major life decision, your struggles to break a particular habit, 

your work to reach a particular goal, etc.

As Cavanagh pointed out to me herself, this assignment also 
does not necessarily preclude cheating, since it would be possi-
ble to fabricate an incident or grab someone else’s off the in-
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ternet. But as we all know about human beings, and as you 
probably have learned from the occasional experience you’ve 
had sitting next to a chatty stranger on the bus or standing in 
line at the grocery store, people like talking about themselves 
and analyzing their own experiences. So the students should 
likely be more motivated to write this assignment honestly, and 
use it to understand their own personal experiences more deeply, 
than they would if they were asked to analyze a hypothetical in-
cident or some textbook example. That motivation, along with 
the connections they build between the course material and 
their personal experiences, should help reduce cheating and 
deepen learning.17

Interdisciplinary. Four years ago on my own campus we be-
gan offering to our first- year students the option to take linked 
interdisciplinary courses on topics developed by faculty mem-
bers from two different disciplines. The students took the two 
courses separately, but the faculty worked together throughout 
the year to ensure that assessments and course content fed into 
each other. Many faculty who taught within these linkages—in-
cluding Cavanagh and a colleague in chemistry—developed as-
signments that required students to draw upon their spe cific in-
terdisciplinary pairing. Here is an essay question that Cavanagh 
proposed to her students on an exam at the end of the semester 
in the General Psychology course that was linked with an intro-
ductory chemistry course:

Imagine you are home for Christmas break when your mother 

pulls you aside and tells you that she is really concerned with your 

youn ger sister’s eating patterns. She has been alternating be-

tween cycles of eating lots of junk food and then over- restricting 

her eating by following one of a number of fad diets. Using the 

information we covered in class regarding personal and societal 
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in flu ences on eating behavior, what you learned in your linked 

chemistry course regarding the effects of fad diets on your body, 

and the information provided by the nutrition speaker at our ex-

tracurricular Q&A event, give your mother and sister some ad-

vice.

What I found especially compelling about this assignment was 
the way that it required the student to draw not only upon the 
interdisciplinary pairing but also on a linked co- curricular event. 
Drawing co- curricular events like those into the assessments for 
the course provides one more assurance that students are doing 
work for your uniquely structured learning experience instead of 
relying on material developed by students (or professional re-
searchers who prey on students) for a more generic learning ex-
perience. If you do not have a connected- course structure like 
the one on my campus, you can still create unique interdisciplin-
ary groundings by asking students to link course material to co- 
curricular activities on campus, or to any other required courses 
you know they have taken at your institution.

Here we are at the close of the chapter, and you might find your-
self surprised at how little space I have devoted to cheating, the 
explicit subject matter of this book. The chapters in Part II are 
designed to provide guidance in modifying your teaching in 
ways that reduce cheating by increasing learning. Students who 
want to learn, and who have been given all of the tools they 
need to learn, have no need to cheat. So my goal in this part of 
the book is to help you understand what the experts tell us 
about how to motivate students to learn, and how to give them 
the tools they need to learn. Remember, though, that we are not 
taking on the universe in that respect: we are focused on the ele-
ments of a learning environment that research tells us can also—
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in addition to increasing or decreasing learning—induce or re-
duce cheating.
 In this chapter we have considered strategies designed to in-
crease intrinsic motivation, which I would argue is the most im-
por tant feature of a learning environment in terms of its poten-
tial to reduce cheating. We saw how Andy Kaufman seeks to 
inspire intrinsic motivation with the large and fascinating ques-
tions he poses to his students, and we saw how both Kaufman 
and Sarah Cavanagh do so with assessments that are grounded 
in the lives and unique learning experiences of their students. 
Kaufman and Cavanagh represent two ends of a spectrum of 
potential course revisions you might make, from restructuring 
your course to modifying your spe cific assessments. In both 
cases, though, the principles are the same: connect your course 
material to the questions and interests that students bring to 
your classroom; challenge and fascinate them with authentic 
questions and prob lems that you bring to them; and ask them 
to respond to those questions and challenges with unique, 
grounded assessments.
 Those principles should be able to guide the work of any fac-
ulty member seeking to foster intrinsic motivation in her stu-
dents, no matter how large or introductory the course they may 
be teaching—and, hence, no matter how restricted they may feel 
in their ability to incorporate community ser vice elements like 
Kaufman’s or more personalized assignments like Cavanagh’s. 
Even if you are ultimately responsible for preparing students for 
some external exam, or covering some basic survey material, or 
ful fill ing a general education requirement,  don’t begin there. 
 Don’t write course de scrip tions that de scribe what you will be 
covering, foreground them on the syllabus, and jump right into 
that coverage on the first day. Spend a little time thinking about 
the questions of the course—the fascinating questions that in-
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84 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

trigue you about the course material, and the questions that 
might connect to what motivates your students in their lives 
right now. Highlight those questions ev erywhere you can: on 
your syllabus, in class, and in your assignments and exams. Find 
ways to remind your students, as often as possible, that what 
your course has to offer them is more than just the extrinsic re-
ward of a grade.
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5

LeaRning FoR MasteRY

We commonly use the phrase “jumping through hoops” to 
speak of required performances that seem divorced from any 
meaningful context—I used it in the last chapter to de scribe as-
signments that are unlikely to inspire intrinsic motivation. In 
this chapter I want to take that familiar phrase and build it into a 
metaphor designed to introduce the basic difference between a 
performance- oriented classroom environment and a mastery- 
oriented one. Remember that the first cheating- inducing factor 
we encountered, in both our historical survey and the social sci-
ence literature, was a strong emphasis on performance. When 
students place greater emphasis on performance than learning, 
they are more likely to cheat; and when the learning or task- 
completion environment places greater emphasis on perfor-
mance than on skill or task mastery, human beings are more 
likely to cheat. Athletics provides an easy arena in which to un-
derstand the difference between performance and mastery ori-
entations, so we will spend a few hypothetical pages in that 
realm before we turn back to higher education.
 Imagine you have spent a few months teaching a group of 
young people to improve their skills in athleticism and dexterity. 
At the end of your time with them, you bring them to a gymna-
sium in order to allow them to demonstrate their newly de-
veloped skills, and to evaluate them on how much they have 
improved over the course of their training. In a performance- 
oriented classroom, you would ask each student in that gymna-
sium to show off her skills by making a single jump through a 
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hoop. That jump might certainly tell you whether the student 
has reached a basic level of athletic ability. But for some stu-
dents, that single required performance might not give you a 
true picture of their abilities: a student who was sick that day, for 
example, or another who suf fered from weak ankles, despite 
solid athletic ability in other ways, might fail at that one particu-
lar task. So the test would provide limited—and possibly flawed 
—data about the athletic ability of your students.
 Now imagine instead that you brought those students into a 
gymnasium that was filled with stations designed to allow your 
athletes to demonstrate a va ri ety of skills: hoops for jumping, 
bars for pull- ups, a track for sprinting, barbells for weight- lifting, 
and so on. I am sure most of us would agree that asking the ath-
letes to engage with as many of these stations as possible, and 
evaluating their overall performance on multiple stations, would 
provide a better and more accurate depiction of their true ath-
letic ability than the simple hoop- jumping performance. But 
now imagine an even more radical innovation. Instead of simply 
pointing students to five stations and asking them to complete a 
required performance at each one, you brought each student 
into the gymnasium, walked them one by one through each of a 
dozen or more stations, and then said: “Now show me what you 
can do.” Each athlete would then have the option of selecting 
the stations that were most conducive to helping you see the 
athletic skills he had developed; you might select some mini-
mum number of stations that each one had to complete, and 
pick one or two required ones, but beyond that it would be 
completely up to the athlete to show mastery of the skills that 
have been taught. As long as you have designed the stations in 
such a way that the athletes could not simply spend their train-
ing period focusing on one or two skills that would see them 
through all stations, this environment would no doubt give you 
the best and most accurate depiction of what your athletes were 
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capable of, allowing them to show off their particular strengths 
while demonstrating some basic level of competence in a set of 
skills.
 It might strike you that such a gymnasium sounds like a be-
nign version of the one in which contestants train for their mor-
tal combat in Suzanne Collins’s Hunger Games novels. As you 
may recall, those novels (and their film versions) pit two dozen 
young men and  women from impoverished districts of a dysto-
pian world against each other in a fight to the death for the view-
ing plea sure of wealthy residents of the cap ital city. Prior to en-
tering the combat arena, the contestants spend several days in a 
gymnasium that features multiple stations dedicated to various 
survival skills, from handling weapons to starting fires or identi-
fying edible plants. The contestants are free to choose which 
skills they want to learn, and wander from station to station ac-
cording to their interests and abilities. At the completion of their 
training, they select which skill they will demonstrate to the arbi-
ters of the games. Their demonstration of this skill will help de-
termine their ranking in the competition—a high- pressure per-
formance, no doubt. But that performance tests the candidates 
on a skill that they have chosen to master, and which best suits 
their particular talents and abilities. The heroine of the novel 
wisely chooses to avoid stations devoted to weight training or 
single- handed combat and instead focuses on archery and basic 
survival skills—decisions which, in the tidy world of the novel, 
turn out to be instrumental in helping her win the games.1

 In both The Hunger Games and our benign hypothetical ex-
ample, the learners do have to engage in a performance that is 
assessed by an evaluator. You will not find me arguing here that 
we can or should remove that element from the educational pro-
cess. But in both cases the performance has become secondary 
to the learning objective. Rather than the end itself, as I suspect 
students often think about our proj ects or exams, it has become 
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only the means to the end—it serves as one possible opportunity 
among many to demonstrate their mastery of a skill or a body 
of knowledge. Our hypothetical athletes know that a weak per-
formance in hoop- jumping can be outweighed by a solid perfor-
mance on the pull- up bars, and that they can all find some 
ways in order to demonstrate their general athleticism. Protago-
nist Katniss Everdeen and her fellow combatants in The Hunger 
Games know that they can impress their judges with their sur-
vival skills through fire- building and plant iden ti fi ca tion just as 
well as they can through wielding swords and maces. When 
learners of any kind have multiple ways to demonstrate their 
knowledge or skill, or are able to choose the types of perfor-
mances that will best allow them to showcase their knowledge or 
skill, or are able to make multiple attempts at a performance, the 
emphasis shifts away from the spe cific performance and falls 
more heavily on their mastery of what they must learn. So a 
learning environment (such as a college classroom) that empha-
sizes mastery over performance should establish a clear learning 
objective for the students and then give them choices in how 
they could best meet that learning objective, as well as providing 
them with multiple and perhaps even repeated opportunities to 
do so. Andy Kaufman’s course, in which students write journal 
entries each week and then compile their own best work into 
a learning portfolio, represents one excellent example of that 
kind of assessment strategy. By contrast, a performance- oriented 
learning environment places the emphasis on students doing 
well on the spe cific performances established by the evaluator. 
This type of classroom lends itself not only to cheating but also 
to students focusing on things like test- taking strategies (i.e., to 
guess or not guess on a multiple choice exam) instead of ac tually 
learning the material.
 Contrary to what you might now be expecting, I have not 
asked either Katniss Everdeen or Suzanne Collins to serve as our 
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guide for the creation of a mastery- oriented classroom. Instead, 
I have asked that favor of John Boyer, a faculty member in the 
Ge og ra phy department at Virginia Tech who teaches a World 
Regions class with an impressive mastery orientation to around 
2,670 students ev ery spring semester.
 Yes, you read that correctly. 2,670 students.
 These are students sitting in a classroom, I should add, not 
watching his lectures online. He considers himself limited to 
that number of students only by the size of the auditorium 
where he holds his classes; if he could find a bigger auditorium, 
he would happily teach even larger classes—and he would have 
no trouble doing so, since his classes are filled to capacity and 
many students have to wait for several semesters before they are 
able to gain one of the (many) coveted seats in Boyer’s lecture 
hall. Boyer gained his fame in the academic community when a 
reporter for the Chronicle of Higher Education wrote a profile of 
this incredibly popular World Regions class in April of 2012. 
The story focused primarily on the eye- popping numbers of stu-
dents who took Boyer’s class, and on the implications that his 
ability to attract such numbers might have for the future of 
the profession. The article includes statistics about the increas-
ing reliance on large courses in state universities, and also in-
cludes a comment from Peter E. Doolittle, director of Virginia 
Tech’s Center for Instructional Development and Educational 
Research, who notes that, in tough budgetary times, such mas-
sive courses may become more and more popular: “They’re not 
going anywhere . . . We’re better off learning how to teach well 
in large classes, rather than trying to avoid them.” Most of the 
article focuses on precisely that issue: how does Boyer manage 
to teach well in such a large class?2

 When I first saw the article headline, I had the same question. 
And, like many faculty members who commented on the article, 
I was skeptical at first that much learning could take place in 
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such an outsized classroom. I wondered whether Boyer was sim-
ply a great showman, one who could give dazzling lectures or 
multimedia performances, more of a performer than a teacher. 
But what really caught my eye in the Chronicle article, and en-
couraged me to dig more deeply into his teaching, was the fol-
lowing paragraph:

Boyer de scribes his course as an “Intro to the Planet” that brings 

“the average completely uninformed American” up to speed on 

world issues. His approach? Decentralize the rigid class format by 

recreating assessment as a gamelike system in which students 

earn points for completing assignments of their choosing from 

many options (1,050 points earns an A, and no tasks, not even 

exams, are required). Saturate students with Face book and Twit-

ter updates (some online pop quizzes are announced only on 

 social media). Keep the conversation going with online of fice 

hours.3

I tend to respond to any new- fangled teaching approaches or 
technologies with caution, knowing that sometimes “innova-
tive” technologies or methods turn out to be nothing more than 
expensive or time- consuming replications of more traditional or 
conventional approaches that still work perfectly well. So while 
my eyes rolled a little bit at buzzwords like “decentralize” and 
“gamelike,” I was intrigued enough by the de scrip tion of an as-
sessment system with multiple options to hunt down his online 
course materials, which are plentiful, and explore a little further. 
In what follows I will draw upon multiple sources, including 
Boyer’s syllabus and statements of educational philosophy (all 
available online), as well as email and video interviews I con-
ducted with him about the course and his teaching.
 Boyer de scribes his World Regions course on his syllabus as 
one designed “to broaden and strengthen the individual’s inter-
est in the world at large; to consider how/where/why physical 
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and cultural forces shape and de fine the earth we live on.”4 
Within that broadly de fined objective, he breaks down the stu-
dent learning objectives into a typical triad of skills (such as the 
ability to critically evaluate media sources), knowledge (such as 
basic physical characteristics of major world regions) and be-
liefs or attitudes (empathy with diverse global perspectives). The 
bulk of his syllabus focuses on explaining to students the struc-
ture and raison d’etre of his assessment system, as well as the 
details of the individual assignment and exam options. I want to 
begin my analysis of Boyer’s course with the section of his sylla-
bus that presents and explains his assessment system to his stu-
dents:

This is a radical, experimental course when it  comes to grading, 

and I hope you embrace and enjoy this change. If you  don’t, 

then you should bail out now, not later. Instead of having a set 

amount of mandatory activities that you are required to do and 

then assessing your grade from your performance, I am going to 

provide a host of opportunities for you to earn points towards 

your grade, thus allowing you to choose your path according to 

your interests and skills.

 It’s a “create your fate” grade: you choose what you want to 

work on, and keep earning points doing different activities until 

you achieve the grade you desire. Are you an excellent test- taker? 

Then take lots of tests. Not good at taking exams? Then do alter-

native written or film viewing assignments to earn your points. I 

would suggest mixing it up and doing a little of ev ery thing to 

cover all your bases and ensure you get enough points to get the 

grade of your desires.

In alignment with precisely what I think makes this assessment 
system so effective for learning, Boyer notes that he wants to 
shift the emphasis away from “your performance,” and instead 
give the students “opportunities.” This is not the way that I sus-
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pect most students, and perhaps even most faculty, think about 
their presentations or exams or papers. But if we want to create 
a mastery- oriented classroom—one that both increases learning 
and reduces the incentive to cheat—this may be precisely the 
way we should think about it. Assessments present opportunities 
for students to demonstrate how well they have achieved the 
learning objectives for the course; they are not the learning ob-
jectives themselves.
 Boyer’s de scrip tion of the course options in the second para-
graph, I should note, might overstate slightly the wide- open 
nature of the student’s options in the course. No single type of 
assignment or exam will enable the students to earn enough 
points to achieve a passing grade in the course. As he suggests to 
them in the second paragraph, they have to take advantage of 
several different types of opportunities in order to pass the class. 
The total points available throughout the semester come out to 
around 1,500; anything above 1,050 earns the students an A, 
and they need at least 730 points to pass. The three major exams 
in the course total up to 350, so even if students are excellent 
test- takers, they still need to engage in a few other activities in 
order to pass the course. A student who loves film and takes ad-
vantage of the opportunities the course provides to attend and 
write responses to film viewings would be able to earn only 300 
points from those assessments. This is worth pointing out be-
cause I can foresee some skepticism from readers about the way 
in which this system might allow students not only to play to 
their strengths but also to avoid assessments in some area that 
you believe is critical for students to know in your course or dis-
cipline. A carefully crafted assessment system using this model 
can achieve the best of both worlds: giving students plenty of 
opportunities, but also ensuring that they have to engage with 
whatever you believe are the most critical components of your 
course.
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 When I asked Boyer to explain how and why he first  adopted 
this mastery orientation in the course, he said it did not come to 
him in one grand epiphany; instead, over the course of a few 
years, three gradually coalescing factors pushed him to try it out 
for the first time in the spring of 2011, when he had only 550 
students in the course. The first main driving force in pushing 
him to structure the course in this way was the logistical com-
plex ity of running a course with close to 3,000 students. As he 
explained to me in our video interview, trying to mandate any 
single form of assessment for that many students, even a very 
conventional one, be comes almost impossible in the face of such 
large numbers: “The standard operating procedure of having a 
midterm and final exam was just not workable—it became more 
trouble than it was worth for all parties involved: me, the TA 
team, the students. When you bump the numbers up that high, 
you might end up with 200–300 people who have a very good 
excuse to miss an exam.” We all know the complexities involved 
when we are trying to schedule an alternate exam for students 
who have to miss an exam for a legitimate excuse, such as a 
death in the family. Imagine trying to deal with such complexi-
ties when you have 200–300 students to reschedule, and you are 
trying to provide reasonable alternatives to each of them. And 
then imagine that you want to incorporate outside events, such 
as screening international films, and need to find times that 
would be available to almost 3,000 students. It just  doesn’t 
work—or it works at the expense of many dozens of hours spent 
by Boyer and his teaching assistants trying to juggle schedules.5

 A second reason Boyer adduced for the system was that, in 
his words, “I had so many cool assignments I wanted to try!” 
Whether you are communicating with John Boyer by email or 
video, and I would imagine in person, almost ev ery thing  comes 
with an exclamation point. He seems to possess boundless 
 energy, as well as boundless enthusiasm for his course, his teach-
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ing, and his students. He also has a passionate interest in educa-
tional technology, and so each year he  adopts or tweaks assess-
ments that push himself and his students in new directions. In 
the spring of 2012, for example, he first tried out an assessment 
form using the social networking site Twitter. Students who 
opted for this assignment were given a choice of one of eighty- 
five world leaders to impersonate on a specially designated Twit-
ter network for John’s course. They had to post tweets from that 
world leader at least twice a day, offering information on their 
location, their activities for the day, and any interactions they 
had with other world leaders. The students were responsible for 
consulting news sources, which provided the information they 
needed for their tweets, and then they used that information to 
create the words and persona of the leaders they had been as-
signed. For two tweets per day, or at least sixty per semester, 
students could earn up to 200 points toward their final course 
grade. Boyer’s interests in new and different forms of assessment 
allowed him to add such assignments to an already crowded cur-
riculum—more assessments than any individual student could 
complete during a single semester. The multi- choice assessment 
system gave the students more options between assignments like 
the Twitter exercise and more conventional forms of assessment, 
such as quizzes and exams.
 But the third and most im por tant reason Boyer presented for 
 adopting this system was the very basic pedagogical one that, in 
his estimation, it helps motivate the students to learn. “My first 
priority in teaching,” he explained to me in our video interview, 
“is getting people interested and inspired, and wanting to learn 
more on their own time—even after the class is over, I want 
them to be inspired to continue learning. In my mind, the best 
way to do that is to get them doing things that they are genu-
inely interested in doing, in the avenues in which they learn 
best.” So, as he points out, and as we all probably know from 

Lang, James M.. Cheating Lessons : Learning from Academic Dishonesty, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/niu/detail.action?docID=3301325.
Created from niu on 2020-08-21 04:58:59.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 Learning for Mastery 95

experience, some students claim to be poor test- takers. Whether 
we should accept that self- defi ni tion or not (and some learn-
ing theorists would argue that we should not), a student who 
has that self- defi ni tion may view a learning experience that uses 
nothing but tests as assessments as a negative or intimidating 
one—even if that student has an inherent or intrinsic interest in 
the subject matter. Another student might love the study of 
politics and ge og ra phy but have little interest in their depiction 
in films; and that student might find himself equally turned off 
in a class that had required film viewings and responses. In Boy-
er’s class, students are free to choose the form of assessment that 
they see as most interesting and most conducive to their show-
ing him what and how much they have learned. So instead of the 
assessments looming over their heads as potentially intimidating 
or demotivating moments in the course, they become—as Boyer 
de scribes them on his syllabus—opportunities to demonstrate 
learning.
 I want to dig a little deeper, with the help of pedagogical 
theory on mastery learning, to see how and why Boyer’s multi- 
choice assessment system may help students develop the kind of 
intrinsic motivation and lifelong interest in his subject matter 
that he de scribes above. In a statement of teaching philoso-
phy on his website, under the title of “New Educational Ap-
proaches,” Boyer explains that his assessment system provides a 
means to individualize the course experience for ev ery student 
in the (very large) room:

Students in the World Regions class come from diverse back-

grounds (with approximately 80 countries represented), with 

different levels of knowledge and experiences, driven by differing 

motivations and ma tu ri ty. As the class size and student diversity 

increases, it be comes increasingly dif fi cult for instructors to de-

vise a single exam or assignment to challenge and assess such a 
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96 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

group . . . the goal [of the assessment system] is to create an indi-

vidualized and unique experience for each student, despite the 

fact that they are participating in a class of 2750 students.

Boyer sees his role as creating an “individualized and unique 
learning experience for each student”—a dif fi cult enough chal-
lenge even in a twenty- student se nior seminar; for an instructor 
to do so with close to 3,000 students in a single semester seems 
hopelessly quixotic. The default mode, in the face of such a chal-
lenge, would be to jump ev ery student through the same set of 
hoops and hope for the best.6

 Boyer has chosen an alternate route. Since it’s impossible for 
the instructor to create unique learning experiences for so many 
students, the instructor  doesn’t do so: instead, he gives the stu-
dents the autonomy to create their own individualized learning 
experiences through his multi- choice assessment system. In do-
ing so, he has oriented the course away from one- size- fits all 
performance and toward students determining the best ways for 
them to demonstrate their mastery of the course’s learning ob-
jectives. The literature on how to construct a course with a mas-
tery orientation would af firm the wisdom of Boyer’s assessment 
system in that respect. Susan Ambrose and her colleagues, in 
How Learning Works, note that providing “flex i bil ity and con-
trol” counts as one of the major strategies that help orient stu-
dents toward learning over performance goals. To develop a 
mastery learning orientation, they suggest, “allow students to 
choose among options and make choices that are consistent 
with their goals and the activities that they value.”7 Exam- takers 
get to take exams, in other words, and social media users get to 
complete assignments on Twitter.
 A research report published in a 2005 issue of the Journal of 
Marketing Education points out another key way in which the 
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 Learning for Mastery 97

assessment system we see in Boyer’s class can help promote mas-
tery learning. “Providing numerous opportunities to practice, 
learn, and master the task at hand,” the authors of the study sug-
gest, “will enhance intrinsic motivation by developing students’ 
competencies.”8 Intrinsic motivation and mastery learning are 
closely linked. When students approach a learning task from in-
trinsic motivation, they are more likely to engage in mastery 
learning than performance learning. So how do you give stu-
dents “numerous” opportunities to practice, learn, and master a 
task? Again we can look to Boyer. The highest possible point 
opportunity in Boyer’s class  comes from the weekly textbook 
quizzes, which he posts online ev ery Tuesday. Students can earn 
a total of 400 points if they ace all of those quizzes. And, true to 
the mastery orientation of Boyer’s overall assessment strategy, 
students can take them as many times as they like, until they get 
them right. Here is how he presents them to his students on the 
syllabus (using the occasionally colorful language you will find 
in ev ery thing he writes):

These quizzes are open- notes, open- book, open- website and can 

be taken as many times as you like. In other words, keep taking 

the damn thing until you get a 100% on it. Each weekly quiz will 

be posted on Tuesday after class and will be available until the 

following Tuesday before class begins, when it will be replaced by 

the new quiz for that week.

Nothing says mastery—seriously, nothing at all—like telling a 
learner that they get to keep practicing and trying until they get 
it right.
 Fi nally, in an older but thorough analysis of the research in 
this area, the educational psychologist Carole Ames reviews the 
“the structures of the classroom environment that lead to a mas-
tery goal orientation.”9 Two of the spe cific features that she 
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98 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

iden ti fies as essential to a mastery classroom are clearly present 
in the assessment structure used by Boyer. First, she notes that 
tasks which “give students a sense of control over either the pro-
cess or product” are more likely to produce mastery orienta-
tions.10 This may be, she points out, because the va ri ety of tasks 
and the individual paths that students carve through them ren-
der it more dif fi cult for students to engage in competitive com-
parisons of their scores on any given assessment—behavior that 
would orient them more toward performance than learning. 
Second, displacing some of the authority from the teacher to the 
student, in terms of the tasks they complete in the course, helps 
push students toward mastery orientations. “Allowing students 
to have a say in establishing priorities in task completion,” as 
Ames de scribes it,11 sounds like a pretty accurate de scrip tion of 
John Boyer’s classroom.
 Ames’s review helps clarify an im por tant reason that a multi- 
choice assessment structure like Boyer’s pushes students away 
from performance orientations: it directs them away from con-
stant focus on their exam or assignment performance in com-
parison to others in the class. Learners who may be doing very 
well in learning the material, but who perform poorly on an as-
sessment compared to their peers, may become discouraged and 
unmotivated to continue trying to learn. Whenever I give exams 
back in my classes, I am always surprised to see how willing and 
even interested the students are to compare their scores with 
one another. In smaller classes, in which the students are very 
comfortable with me and one another, I have even had stu-
dents call their exam scores out loud when I handed them back, 
noting how well they did in comparison to their nearby peers. 
Imagine a student who has worked very hard to achieve an 85 
percent on an exam, an excellent score for her spe cific capacities 
on that exam in that class. If she happens to be sitting next to 

Lang, James M.. Cheating Lessons : Learning from Academic Dishonesty, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/niu/detail.action?docID=3301325.
Created from niu on 2020-08-21 04:58:59.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 Learning for Mastery 99

a high- capability student who has aced the exam, and is not 
shy about broadcasting it, suddenly her remarkable achieve-
ment will no  longer feel quite so remarkable—and that may, in 
turn, discourage her from working quite so hard the next time 
around, since her best effort still fell fif teen percentage points 
short of her vocal neighbor. Grade competition and compari-
sons push students toward performance orientations; allowing 
each student to create their own unique assessment structure 
de- emphasizes both competition and comparison.
 Fi nally, in his de scrip tion of his educational philosophy, Boyer 
points out another way in which the performance emphasis of 
traditional grading systems ac tually may serve to discourage 
learners. In many types of grading systems, Boyer points out 
correctly, “from the very first day of class, a student has an A+, 
and then instructors give the students a series of assignments 
and tests that serve to take points away from them when they 
mark items as incorrect. Ev ery type of assessment, such as a pa-
per or an exam, is viewed not as a chance to gain points but 
rather as an opportunity to lose them.” A student operating 
under such a system sees nothing but bleeding points or grades 
from the first assessment of the semester. Such a course sets a 
standard of perfection for the required performances, and al-
most ev ery student performance will fall short of that standard 
by at least a little. But when you turn that system upside down, 
as Boyer has done, the emphasis of the course shifts away from 
required group performances and toward the individualized op-
portunities for the students to demonstrate their mastery of the 
course content. Boyer concludes his explanation of his assess-
ment system using an athletic metaphor akin to the one with 
which this chapter began: he compares performance- oriented 
systems to hurdle- jumping, and contrasts that with what stu-
dents can experience in a mastery- oriented system: “This method 
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100 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

is intended to motivate students with challenge, choice, control, 
and curiosity instead of presenting them hurdles to be over-
come.” Or, put in the terms with which I opened this chapter, 
such a method allows students to follow their spe cific strengths 
and inclinations in order to demonstrate their mastery of the 
course content instead of simply asking them to keep jumping 
through hoops all semester long.
 As you might expect, making changes like these to a course 
assessment system—just like making any kind of substantive 
change to a course—creates the potential for new prob lems, or 
prob lems that might not exist in other types of systems. In 
Boyer’s course—as I suspect would be the case in any choice- 
assessment method—the clear prob lem each student must face 
 comes in the form of procrastination. Students who wait too 
long to begin their unique package of assessments, and who 
 don’t bother to take and retake the quizzes, may find themselves 
facing the end of the semester with no possibility of passing the 
course. As Boyer explained it to me in our interview, “Because 
it’s so flex i ble, and so open, and there are so many options, there 
is a propensity to put ev ery thing off until the end. There are 
students who get lost in the sauce.” The propensity of students 
to get “lost in the sauce” is exacerbated in a course of nearly 
3,000 students, since it’s more dif fi cult for Boyer and his teach-
ing assistants to keep track of the prog ress of individual students.
 I asked Boyer what he did, and what other instructors could 
do, in order to help students avoid falling into the sauce and 
find ing themselves stuck there, with too few options, at the end 
of the semester. “You do have to absolutely stress to all students 
that it’s on their shoulders,” he replied. “You have to do this 
from day one; you need persistent explanations on the syllabus 
and regular announcements on the syllabus and via email about 
how many points they should have, or how many assignments 
they should have done.” At the end of his explanation of the 
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 Learning for Mastery 101

course assessment structure on the syllabus, for example, you 
will find this paragraph:

But buyer beware! You can’t wait until the last minute to make 

this happen! The one way you can screw this up is to keep put-

ting off things until the end of the semester, living under the de-

lusion that you can do a whole bunch of stuff in the last weeks of 

class to make up for slacking all semester. This won’t work! 

Almost all of these assignments consist of turning in things ev ery 

week and/or attending scheduled events all semester long . . . 

and there are no “make- ups” or “extra credit” or any 

other additional opportunities offered at the end of the semester 

to earn points. So choose and plan your semester wisely!!!

On the positive side, as this statement notes, the assessment sys-
tem for the course eliminates the need for extra credit or make-
 up exams or penalties for late or missing assignments. If students 
do not get an assignment in on time, they receive no credit for 
it; but that’s fine, because they still have plenty of other op-
tions to earn the same amount of points. And if they come to 
Boyer looking for extra credit, he responds: “There are hun-
dreds of opportunities for extra credit. It’s called the syllabus!” 
On the negative side, students who miss deadlines throughout 
the semester may find themselves at the end of the term with 
not enough options left to pass the course. So this assessment 
method defi nitely places a  heavier burden of responsibility on 
students to take control of their own education—and some stu-
dents will certainly have trouble bearing that responsibility. (We 
will see how to help students become more effective managers 
of their learning in Chapter 7.)
 During my interview with Boyer in early summer of 2012, he 
told me that he was planning on introducing a new innovation 
to the course that fall, one designed to further help students 
avoid falling too far behind in the course or planning their se-
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102 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

mester poorly. At the beginning of the next semester, he would 
be handing to the students a contract that would require them 
to specify which assignments they would complete. This con-
tract would require them not only to select which assignments 
would work best for them, but also to map out a semester- long 
personalized schedule. Boyer was hoping that this innovation to 
the assessment structure would help students better understand 
how to budget their time—and their points—over the course of 
the semester, and would lead to fewer students getting “lost in 
the sauce.”

We saw in the last chapter that strategies for revising your course 
to foster intrinsic motivation occur along a continuum that 
might range from wholesale reshaping of your course struc-
ture to more  modest revisions to your assignments. So, likewise, 
strategies to orient your course more toward mastery learning 
can fall on a similar kind of continuum. Boyer, like Kaufman, sits 
at the far end of that continuum. If you are totally committed to 
moving a course in the direction of mastery learning, you can 
use his model as one example of how to de- emphasize spe cific 
performances and provide students with a menu of options to 
demonstrate their learning to you. His model does not exhaust 
the range of possibilities, though, even at that far end of the 
continuum. You could just as well offer more choice and con-
trol to students by presenting them with three entirely different 
types of final proj ects to complete in your course, and letting 
them choose the one that best re flects the learning they have 
done. Or you could structure the course in such a way that it 
covers six broad units, and break down a final examination into 
six component parts. Students would be told in advance that 
they would be required to complete only four of those compo-
nent parts in the final exam, and would be able to select the four 
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 Learning for Mastery 103

that best re flected their interests when they came into the exam 
room.
 But providing students with choice and control can take 
more  modest forms, down to the level of individual assign-
ments. We almost always have the opportunity to offer choice 
for our students in assignments, or in the mix of assignments we 
construct. When I teach my British literature survey courses, I 
do have certain basic themes and works from each literary pe-
riod that I expect students to have mastered. But I also want 
them to be able to follow the paths that interest them. So while 
I might drill them on the works of major authors and themes in 
our weekly writing exercises, on the midterm I can offer them 
four essay questions and let them choose three. For the paper 
assignment I can drop the really spe cific question I might have 
formulated about William Words worth and give them the op-
portunity to write about whichever poet has most caught their 
fancy. (In either case, I have to think creatively about ground-
ing the assignment in their lives in a way that will discourage 
them from simply parroting someone else’s ideas). But whatever 
choices I make, ultimately I am working to give students the op-
portunity to carve their own unique path through the course 
material, rather than forcing them to march through it in lock-
step.
 All of the strategies de scribed in this chapter, enacted by John 
Boyer in his World Regions classes, should improve student 
learning—and more learning should lead to less cheating. At 
least two experts on cheating, Bernard Whitley and Patricia 
Keith- Spiegel, make explicit the connection between a mastery 
learning environment and reduced incentive to cheat. “Using a 
va ri ety of means of evaluating students’ prog ress,” they ar-
gue, “makes it more likely that students will encounter forms of 
evaluation that are more comfortable for them. This comfort 
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104 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

level will help reduce performance anxiety and the accompany-
ing motivation for academic dishonesty.”12 Likewise, they claim, 
“Allowing students the opportunity to be retested on material 
(using new questions) and redo assignments reduces perfor-
mance anxiety because students know that if they perform 
poorly because of illness or other handicapping factors they will 
have the opportunity to show what they really know.”13

 Note how that word “opportunity” has arisen once again. 
Many years ago I attended a lecture on teaching by an award- 
winning po lit i cal scientist. He spoke about his final exam with 
an enthusiasm that took me aback: “I look at my final exam as a 
wonderful opportunity,” he said, “for students to show me ev-
ery thing they have learned in that semester.” I realized at that 
moment how differently I thought about my final exams—more 
like a gauntlet I was throwing down. I still try to remember that 
po lit i cal scientist’s de scrip tion of his final exam as I get to the 
end of each semester, and begin preparing my students for the 
opportunities they will have to demonstrate their learning to 
me, rather than for the challenges I will pose to them. Doing so 
not only helps me de scribe for the students final exams or proj-
ects in ways that might nudge them toward a mastery learning 
orientation, but it also reminds me that my job is not construct-
ing hurdles; my job is helping other human beings to learn, and 
the literature on human learning—not to mention the literature 
on cheating—suggests that I will do so more effectively if I give 
them more choice and control in the pro cess.
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In John Boyer’s class, opportunities to earn points on assign-
ments and exams are frequent and plentiful. Even if he did not 
use a mastery learning assessment system that gave students 
choices among assignments, the research literature on cheating 
tells us that merely increasing the frequency of assessments, as 
he does, should con trib ute to lower rates of cheating in his 
course. Remember that in both our historical review and the 
social science literature, we saw that raising the stakes on an as-
sessment may induce cheating. Infrequent, high- stakes exams—
such as the Chinese civil ser vice exams or the kind we saw de-
scribed in Japanese universities—produce high rates of cheating 
because they represent the only opportunity for students to earn 
their grade in the course. The more pressure you put on a single 
exam, the more likely the chance that students will respond by 
using any means necessary to succeed on it. The logical infer-
ence from this notion would be that the more exams (or quiz-
zes) you give to your students, with lower stakes, the less likely 
they are to cheat. That might seem immediately counterintui-
tive to you—the more exams I give to my students, you might 
be thinking, the more opportunities I am giving them to cheat. 
You also might be thinking to yourself that the more quizzes 
or exams you give, the less the students will be learning in 
the course. After all, ev ery class period they spend taking an 
exam will be one less exam period devoted to teaching and 
learning.
 That ob jec tion rests on the notion, one commonly held by 
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higher education faculty, that quizzes and exams mea sure learn-
ing, while studying and homework and classroom teaching help 
produce learning. That assumption structured my own course 
design for many years, and led to my having almost no exams in 
my courses except for the final. Let students write papers to 
show me what they know, I reasoned; exams just take up valu-
able class time and are not necessary in my writing or literature 
courses. In the fall of 2011, however, I first encountered the 
work of Michelle Miller, a cognitive psychologist from North-
ern Arizona University who will serve as our guide for this chap-
ter, and who helped me think about tests and exams in a new 
way. In 2011 Miller published a review in the journal College 
Teaching on recent research in memory and learning theory, and 
the implications of that research for college and university fac-
ulty.1 After reading this article I was quite abashed to realize, 
despite many years of reading about teaching and learning, how 
little I knew about the basic workings of the brain, and the 
structures that govern memory and learning. I found Miller’s 
explanations so clear and interesting that I ended up profiling 
her work in a two- part series for the Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion.2 She also brought to my attention the work of multiple re-
searchers studying memory and learning theory, and in the 
months following my interviews with her I dug deeply into their 
work.
 That research helped me understand that the best practices 
for reducing cheating in our courses coincided with the best 
practices for increasing learning. So this chapter will begin 
with a longish introduction of a concept that researchers have 
dubbed the “testing effect”; once we have become thoroughly 
acquainted with this im por tant principle of human learning, we 
will follow Michelle Miller’s guidance in thinking about how to 
implement it in an ac tual course in order to help your students 
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learn course content more effectively and reduce their incentive 
to cheat.

Jeffrey K. Karpicke and Henry L. Roediger III, two psycholo-
gists who have been working in the field of learning theory for 
many years now, published an excellent and concise summary 
of the testing effect in Science in February of 2008. Karpicke 
and Roediger conducted an experiment designed to test the as-
sumption, de scribed above, “that repeated studying promotes 
learning and that testing represents a neutral event that merely 
mea sures learning.”3 In order to check these assumptions, the 
authors divided their study par tic i pants, all college students, 
into four separate groups. Each group was given forty pairs of 
Eng lish and Swahili words to memorize over the course of a 
learning period, which included both study time and regular 
tests to see how many of the word pairs they had memorized 
(during the tests, they were given the Swahili word and asked to 
remember its Eng lish equivalent). In the first group, the stu-
dents had the entire word pair list (all forty pairs) to memorize 
during their study period and were tested on the entire list for all 
five exams they were given. For the second group, whenever a 
student had learned one of the word pairs and successfully iden-
ti fied it on a test, it was removed from the student’s study list but 
remained on all subsequent exams. So this group was no  longer 
able to study the words in between exams, even though they 
continued to be tested on them. In the third group any word 
pairs that were successfully iden ti fied on an exam were dropped 
from subsequent exams but remained on the study list of words 
available for them to study; in the fourth group, successfully 
iden ti fied word pairs were dropped both from the student’s 
study list and from subsequent exams.
 The authors conducted all of these study periods and exams 
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108 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

during the first part of the experiment, which they called the 
“learning phase.”4 By the end of this learning phase, members of 
all four groups had all forty word pairs memorized; all four 
groups were able to complete that memorization task at roughly 
the same rate of speed. But Karpicke and Roediger were espe-
cially interested in seeing the effects of their experimental condi-
tions on long- term retention. Consequently they recalled all 
four groups into the lab o ra tory a week after the learning phase 
had concluded and gave them one final test on the word pairs. 
During that intervening week, the students no  longer had access 
to the word pair list, so could no  longer study.
 The differences in the results of that final test, designed to 
mea sure long- term retention, are astonishing. A week after the 
learning phase, students in the first and second groups were able 
to recall around 80 percent of the Swahili- Eng lish word pairs; 
students in the third and fourth groups were unable to recall 
more than around 35 percent of the pairs they had success-
fully memorized just a week earlier. The differences among the 
groups now come into sharper focus: in the first and second 
groups, students were tested on all word pairs on all five exams; 
in the third and fourth groups, word pairs that students had suc-
cessfully memorized for an exam were dropped from all subse-
quent exams. This distinction be comes especially clear when 
groups two and three are put next to each other. Students in 
group two, who were tested on all word pairs but did not have 
access to all word pairs during the study condition, still remem-
bered 80 percent of the word pairs a week later; students who 
had access to all word pairs during the study condition but were 
not tested on all of them could remember only 35 percent of the 
word pairs a week later.
 The conclusion the authors draw from these results seems 
inevitable: “testing (and not studying) is the critical factor 
for promoting long- term recall.”5 This phenomenon has been 
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hanging around in the literature of cognitive psychology for 
many years now, but a series of new studies by Karpicke and 
Roediger and others have pushed it to the forefront of the litera-
ture on human learning. All of those studies conclude defini-
tively that testing, not studying, seems to provide the most ef-
fective way for students to learn course material. Even if that 
does not seem counterintuitive to you, as it did initially to me, it 
certainly runs counter to the way many of us operate our courses 
—especially larger introductory courses, in which we probably 
test infrequently but admonish students to study as much as 
possible. Students in such courses, Karpicke and Roediger’s ex-
periment would suggest, may well learn the material deeply 
enough in order to succeed on individual tests they are taking 
during the course (spe cific learning phases), but they remember 
far less of it once they pass out of those spe cific learning phases 
and move onto the next unit of the course or the next semester. 
If you’re like me, you certainly hope that students will remem-
ber what they learn in your classes beyond the con fines of the 
single semester we spend with them.
 This may apply to simple tasks, you may be thinking, such as 
short lists of Eng lish- Swahili word pairs. But does it apply to 
semester- long courses, often containing complex material? How 
can we know that the testing effect de scribed by Karpicke and 
Roediger extends into real college classroom situations?
 This was precisely the question addressed in a summary arti-
cle by Roediger and two colleagues from Washington University 
in St. Louis, Mark A. McDaniel and Kathleen B. McDermott, 
published under the apt title of “Generalizing Test- Enhanced 
Learning from the Lab o ra tory to the Classroom.”6 The article 
provides an overview of three experimental studies that were 
designed to move the theory of the testing effect out of the lab-
o ra tory and into more typical learning conditions for college 
students. In the first of those studies, the authors had students 
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110 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

read short articles from a psychological journal. They then sepa-
rated the subjects into four groups: one group took a multiple- 
choice exam on the main concepts in the article, another took a 
short- answer exam, a third simply studied key concepts from the 
article, and a fourth had no reinforcement at all. Three days 
later, the subjects were then recalled to the lab and given a final 
test, which contained a mix of multiple- choice and short- answer 
questions. The results of the experiment look exactly as the test-
ing effect would predict: the highest scores on both multiple- 
choice and short- answer questions came from the groups that 
took the tests immediately after reading the articles. And here 
the researchers noted an additional distinction that will become 
more prominent in the next two studies: the highest scores of 
all, on both multiple- choice and short- answer exams, came from 
those students who had initially taken the short- answer exams.
 The second experiment simulated a college classroom and 
testing environment even more accurately. Students were given 
thirty- minute lectures on art his tory, followed again by the four 
possible conditions: no reinforcement, studying key concepts, a 
multiple- choice exam, or a short- answer exam. But here, in or-
der to better imitate the situation of students who might learn a 
concept in early September and not take their midterm until 
mid- October, the researchers postponed the follow- up test for 
thirty days. “This type of delay,” they explain, “simulates the 
retention interval for a test in college.”7 Once again, the results 
were consistent with the testing effect, and con firmed the first 
experiment’s conclusion that short- answer tests provided the 
most effective means of promoting long- term retention. Stu-
dents who had taken the short- answer tests after the lecture 
were able to answer close to half of the questions correctly after 
thirty days; students who had merely studied answered only 
around 35 percent correctly. (Note that the group which merely 
studied the concepts afterward still scored much higher than the 
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students who had no reinforcement whatsoever; they clocked in 
at around 20 percent, which would suggest that study without 
testing still has some value for our students).
 The third and most convincing of their three studies, though, 
 comes when they move out of the lab o ra tory altogether and re-
produce these same conditions in a web- based course at the 
University of New Mexico. There they used a com pli cated struc-
ture across both students and course material in order to recre-
ate the conditions from the lab o ra tory: testing or restudying 
material presented to students in the course. The experiment 
spanned six weeks, with three weeks for each of two learning 
phases followed by a unit test. This experiment allowed all of the 
conditions that would apply in our courses and students to come 
into play and potentially disrupt the testing effect; the instruc-
tors had no way of in flu enc ing how much students studied out-
side the controlled conditions, or what types of students they 
were, or what other events may have been taking place in their 
lives. But even with all of these potentially disruptive factors en-
tering the picture, as they would in any of our college courses, 
McDaniel, Roediger, and McDermott still found a robust test-
ing effect:

The patterns shadowed those de scribed . . . for the lab o ra tory ex-

periments. Testing effects were evident, with both short- answer 

and multiple- choice quizzes augmenting performance on unit 

examinations relative to when content was not quizzed. Focused 

reading of the facts, on the other hand, did not boost examina-

tion performance. As in the lab o ra tory find ings, short- answer 

quizzing produced sig nifi cantly higher performance on the unit 

examinations than did multiple- choice quizzing or focused read-

ing of the target facts.8

So in addition to con firming the general testing effect, they also 
con firmed the find ing from the first study on the value of short- 
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112 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

answer quizzes or tests as the ones most likely to boost long- 
term retention.
 The authors conclude, as we might expect, that “quizzing 
bene fits learning, and that it does so more than focused reading 
of target facts.”9 The one question you might still have left to 
ask at this point would be why this would be so. What creates the 
testing effect? Although the answer to that question begins to 
take us somewhat far afield, I do want to provide at least a brief 
explanation, if only to convince you that this is a real phenome-
non. Michelle Miller offers an excellent summary of the key 
principles in learning theory that account for the testing effect in 
her article on recent research in memory and its implications for 
our teaching. For much of its young life as a field of study, Miller 
explains, cognitive theorists used a model of human memory 
that had been developed in the 1960s. This in flu en tial model 
divided human memory into three stages or parts: sensory per-
ception, short- term memory, and long- term memory. Accord-
ing to the researchers who developed this model, Miller writes, 
“these three components worked in concert to perform in-
formation pro cess ing—i.e., turning sensory experience into a 
‘code’ that can be stored and retrieved when needed.”10 You 
can envision these three parts of the memory system as three 
distinct boxes: anything we perceive lands in the first box; a 
much smaller set of all that we perceive lands in the short- term 
memory box; and an even smaller subset of that material finds its 
way into the long- term memory box, where it remains available 
for us to use long after our perception of it has faded.
 Despite the powerful hold that this theory once had on the 
field, Miller continues, “vanishingly few cognitive researchers” 
—including the scientists who developed this theory—“now be-
lieve [this] model to be the best theory of human memory.”11 
One major prob lem with this theory, she says, is that short- term 
memory turns out to be much more complex than this model 
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posits. And this theory does not do a very good job of explain-
ing why certain information moves from the perceptual field 
into short- term memory, or how it does so. But whatever other 
prob lems this theory contains, the main shift away from it has 
come from the discovery that our long- term memories can ac-
tually store a huge amount of material. A much greater set of 
what we experience and perceive goes into our long- term mem-
ory than researchers previously had posited.
 This newly realized storage capacity might seem like a won-
derful discovery for those of us who are trying to help other 
human beings learn—but ultimately it simply shifts the chal-
lenges of teaching and learning to a different part of the pro cess. 
“In long- term- memory,” Miller explains, “the limiting factor is 
not storage capacity, but rather the ability to find what you need 
when you need it. Long- term memory is rather like having a vast 
amount of closet space—it is easy to store many items, but it is 
dif fi cult to retrieve the needed item in a timely fashion.”12 Ac-
cording to earlier theories of memory and cognition, the main 
challenge faced by a learner was how to get material to pass from 
short- term memory into long- term memory, where it would be 
available for future recall. According to these newer theories, all 
of that material we want to learn may easily be passing into our 
long- term memory—the challenge for us is getting it back out 
again when we need it.
 The testing effect suggests that this very challenge—retriev-
ing material from our long- term memory—is a skill that we can 
practice and improve. Ev ery time you take a test or quiz, you are 
drawing material from your long- term memory. In doing so, 
you are practicing the cognitive skill that proves the greatest 
challenge for our memories—and in the act of practicing that 
retrieval skill, you are getting better at it. On a more sci en tific 
level, ev ery time you engage in the retrieval of a spe cific piece of 
information, you are opening up and strengthening the neural 
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114 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

pathways that lead from that long- term memory to your con-
scious awareness, and those pathways remain more accessible 
for you the more often you use them. As Cathy N. Davidson 
notes in Now You See It: How the Brain Science of Attention Will 
Change the Way We Live, Work, and Learn, a common principle 
in this area of research (at trib uted to Donald O. Hebb) is that 
“neurons that fire together, wire together.” As Davidson explains 
the principle, “the more we repeat certain patterns of behav-
ior (that’s the firing together), the more those behaviors be-
come rapid, then reflexive, then automatic (that’s the wiring).”13 
When you practice memory storage and retrieval, you are help-
ing a spe cific set of neurons fire together; the more frequently 
they do so, the more firmly you are wiring them together. You 
are not strengthening those connections in the same way, by 
contrast, when you are simply sitting and staring at your text-
book or your notes, or highlighting key facts and ideas. Those 
activities, while they may be helpful in some respects, do not 
strengthen those neural pathways to nearly the same extent.
 With that sim pli fied but tidy explanation under our belts,14 
we can now state clearly the implications of all of this for our 
own teaching: the more quizzes and tests we give to our stu-
dents, the more we are helping them learn the material we want 
to teach them. We can broaden this principle by rephrasing it 
slightly: the more times we test students on their recall of our 
course material, the more we are helping them learn it. Phrasing 
it in this way lets in the door other forms of testing recall, such 
as beginning class by asking students to tell you orally what you 
covered in the previous class. It would cover Socratic teaching 
methods, for example, in which you spend class time asking 
questions of students based on the reading or studying they had 
done, with the intention of testing their knowledge of course 
concepts and pushing their thinking in new directions. It might 
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cover other kinds of classroom activities as well, ones that re-
quire students to draw from their knowledge to tackle some task 
or challenge you have set for them. As we shall see from Mi-
chelle Miller’s course, she takes advantage of the testing effect 
through multiple pathways like these, not just tests and exams.
 But before we turn to her spe cific class, I want to fend off one 
final ob jec tion you might have about the utility of this principle 
for your courses, especially upper- level ones. A number of com-
mentators wrote in response to my first column in the Chronicle 
of Higher Education on Miller’s work that the cognitive skills 
involved in memory storage and retrieval form only a part of 
what we want to help our students obtain or develop. Of course 
that is true; no doubt we all see our learning objectives as mov-
ing beyond memorization and encompassing broader and more 
dif fi cult skills like writing, critical thinking, creative prob lem 
solving, and so on. But it’s worth noting, even if you see your-
self as teaching those higher- order thinking skills, that our 
 students—like all of us—typically need a strong foundation of 
knowledge and information in their memories before they can 
begin using those advanced skills. Many of those who com-
mented on the article also rightly pointed out that the inter net 
has made the storage and retrieval of information a much easier 
task for all of us—but that  doesn’t change the fact that we rely 
on memory all the time in the practice of our discipline and 
trades, not to mention in ev eryday life. An emergency- room 
doctor rushing a patient to surgery, a lawyer brought up short 
by a surprising piece of testimony in a trial, a sales clerk respond-
ing to an unexpected question by a customer—in all of those 
moments, the professional in question has to draw quickly from 
a memorized store of previous experiences and information. 
Certainly the ability to apply the information from memory to a 
new situation and respond accordingly represents a different and 
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more complex thinking skill—but people can’t get to that more 
complex skill without access to their medical, legal, or profes-
sional knowledge.
 Those of us in higher education surely know that from our 
own experiences. When a student in my survey course on British 
literature asks me about the Irish potato famine, she should ex-
pect me to expound upon the role that the British government 
played in exacerbating that “natural” di sas ter, but she should 
also expect me to know—without my having to stop class and 
Google it—that the first potato crop failed in 1845, and that 
crop failures continued for the next half- dozen years. Likewise, 
if I expect my students to understand the complex historical and 
literary relationship between Ireland and Eng land, I want them 
to know roughly where the famine falls in the historical timeline 
of that relationship. I might not care whether they know the 
exact years of the worst crop failures, but I do care that they 
know how the crisis related to the rise of industrialism and eco-
nomic theory in the nineteenth century, how it in flu enced the 
writings of Marx and Engels, and how it precipitated an Irish 
diaspora. To understand those more complex historical issues, 
students must know the approximate dates of the famine. So 
memory matters, even for those of us teaching the most com-
plex cognitive skills we can imagine. And if memory matters, 
then we should provide our students with the best possible help 
in committing our course material to memory, and having the 
foundational tools they need to pursue higher- level thinking 
tasks.
 Michelle Miller gives her students that help in multiple ways 
in her Cognitive Psychology course at Northern Arizona Uni-
versity. She de scribed the course to me as a “core require-
ment for psychology majors that typically enrolls 70–80 sopho-
more students”—just the kind of large introductory course, she 
noted, in which cheating would be a very likely possibility.15 And 
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just the kind of large introductory course, I would add, in which 
an instructor might be tempted to manage her time commit-
ments by falling back on infrequent, traditional forms of assess-
ment: a few multiple- choice exams along the way, a final, and 
maybe a research paper. I  wouldn’t bat an eye at seeing a faculty 
member use such an assessment plan in a core course that en-
rolled between seventy and eighty students.
 And indeed, you will find two multiple- choice exams in Mill-
er’s course, along with a multiple- choice final exam. But as you 
might expect from a teacher who was a 2011 appointee to the 
ranks of Northern Arizona University’s Distinguished Teaching 
Fellows, Miller fills out her assessment structure with a much 
wider array of methods designed to help her students practice 
the retrieval of key course concepts and put them into practice 
both in and out of the classroom. First and most obviously, 
Miller makes use of weekly online multiple- choice quizzes to 
ensure that students are keeping up with the reading. These 
quizzes are taken by the students outside of class and are open 
book. Students are allowed to take each quiz twice and retain 
only the highest of their two scores—another example of the 
kind of mastery learning exercise that we saw in John Boyer’s 
class. Miller believes that these quizzes have made a substantive 
impact: as she said to me in an interview about the course, “I 
suspect that the reading quizzes make a meaningful difference in 
learning and grades; my exam scores are similar to what they 
were semesters ago when the course was an upper- division elec-
tive with mostly se niors using the same book.” Multiple- choice 
quizzes like these are an easily applied assessment structure in 
just about any course, and the ability to offer them online can 
help allay possible concerns about “giving up” too much class 
time for additional assessments or about giving up too much of 
your time for evaluating them.
 There are two spe cific aspects of these quizzes that are essen-
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tial to note, however. First, the students do not receive the an-
swers to the quiz questions as soon as they have taken them—a 
practice that you see, for example, in many online tutorials. As 
Miller explains to the students on the syllabus, they are welcome 
to ask her about the correct answers to any quiz question they 
are uncertain about, but they have to take the initiative to do 
that. The merits of handling online quizzes this way can be eas-
ily seen by considering a cheating scandal that was reported in 
the Chronicle of Higher Education in June of 2012. A group of 
students in an online course learned how to cheat on a quiz sys-
tem that resembled Miller’s except for the fact that the students 
received immediate feedback on each answer they gave, so they 
could see whether they had answered the question correctly. As 
a student explained to a Chronicle reporter:

If he and his friends got together to take the test jointly, they 

could paste the questions they saw into [a] shared Google Doc, 

along with the right or wrong answers. The schemers would 

go through the test quickly, one at a time, logging their work as 

they went. The first student often did poorly, since he had never 

seen the material before, though he would search an online ver-

sion of the textbook on Google Books for relevant keywords to 

make informed guesses. The next student did sig nifi cantly better, 

thanks to the cheat sheet, and subsequent test- takers upped their 

scores even further. They took turns going first.16

For learning purposes, in an ideal world, it probably makes more 
sense to have students receive immediate feedback on their an-
swers after they have given them. If you want to reduce oppor-
tunities for cheating, though, Miller’s plan might be the better 
one. After all, she can give students in the course feedback on 
their answers when they request it, and she can review the mate-
rial from the quizzes during class time, so the students still can 
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and will receive some feedback within a short time of taking the 
online quiz.
 Another essential aspect of Miller’s structure is that the on-
line quizzes and major exams are in the same format, multiple 
choice. We saw from Karpicke and Roediger’s experiments that 
short- answer testing may produce better learning than any other 
format. But when you are teaching courses of over seventy stu-
dents, you can imagine how the time commitment required to 
give and grade short- answer quizzes or tests starts to rise expo-
nentially. So multiple- choice testing may represent the most fea-
sible option for teachers under those conditions, one that still 
allows them to take advantage of the testing effect. But an im-
por tant caveat needs to be established here. Research on human 
learning suggests that one area that seems to be more complex 
than instructors might imagine is transfer. This concept refers to 
the ability of a learner to take knowledge or a skill developed in 
one context and apply it in a different one—so, for example, to 
take knowledge that they have practiced applying in a multiple- 
choice exam and be able to transfer it to a short- answer exam. 
According to multiple studies cited by Susan Ambrose and her 
colleagues in How Learning Works, “transfer occurs neither of-
ten nor automatically, and . . . the more dissimilar the learning 
and transfer contexts, the less likely successful transfer will oc-
cur.”17 So if you spend the entire semester giving your students 
multiple- choice quizzes and then give them a long essay as a fi-
nal exam, you are expecting students to make a transfer that they 
likely find far more dif fi cult than you realize.18

 The end result of this notion is that, whatever type of assess-
ment we give to our students on our major exams and assign-
ments, we need to give them prior practice in developing those 
skills or applying that knowledge in that spe cific context. So if 
you are going to give your students multiple- choice final exams, 
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120 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

they should be taking multiple- choice quizzes along the way. 
If you are going to be giving students essay final exams, they 
should be taking weekly essay quizzes. If you have both types of 
assessment on your final exam, let them practice both. Any type 
of quiz or exam has the potential to help students deepen their 
learning through the testing effect; but what we know about 
transfer helps us understand that we have to help students prac-
tice the skills or apply the knowledge we want them to demon-
strate to us on our major exams. None of this means, by the way, 
that students are not capable of transferring knowledge from 
one domain to another, or from one assessment type to another, 
and that you should therefore limit your assessments to one 
single type throughout the entire semester. Students can learn 
to apply skills or demonstrate knowledge in multiple formats 
and contexts, and the more of those you offer, the more likely 
they are to retain the material. But whatever you ultimately ex-
pect of them on your major assessments, you should first allow 
them to practice on lower- stakes, more frequent assessments—
just as Miller does with her online multiple- choice quizzes, de-
signed to prepare students for the final exam.
 Like ev ery good teacher, Miller wants her students to see the 
relevance of her course and her discipline to the world outside of 
her classroom. So in addition to the quizzes and the exams, 
Miller’s students complete two other kinds of graded assign-
ments. She uses a web- based system called Coglab, which re-
quires students to par tic i pate in simulated research experiments 
in psychology. Doing so allows them to gain a first- hand un der-
stand ing of the experience of designing and participating in real 
psychology experiments. Near the end of the semester, they are 
responsible for a proj ect in which they create a “realistic, practi-
cal solution to a prob lem or question” based on the work they 
have been doing in the course. These “Application Proj ects,” as 
she calls them, are excellent examples of the kind of grounded 
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assessments we reviewed in Chapter 4—we can hear in the title 
phrase, in fact, echoes of Andy Kaufman’s student discussing 
the notion of “applied” courses. So, for example, one semester 
Miller gave the students the assignment to “draft a memo to the 
university student council explaining why they should not spend 
$10,000 on memory enhancing software based on some sketchy 
sci en tific claims.” The students had to reference an empirical 
research article she gave them, but were otherwise encouraged 
to “get creative with it,” as she put it. “Draft a speech to give 
to the local school board,” runs another proj ect assignment, 
this time echoing Sarah Cavanagh’s presentations to the local 
middle school students, “explaining the advantages of bilin-
gualism.”
 In both Coglab and these application proj ects, students have 
to ground the concepts and information they are learning for 
the quizzes and exams in other environments, whether those be 
the labs of working psychologists or the field of memory re-
search. We learned already about the dif fi culties that learners 
have with transferring what they have learned to new contexts, 
and that we cannot simply expect such transfer to happen auto-
matically. So if students are going to be evaluated on their ability 
to apply concepts and information outside of the lab, then they 
should have some opportunities to practice this skill in advance 
of those graded assignments. Miller gives them just such practice 
with her in- class activities: brief, low- stakes exercises that ask 
students to—in the words of the syllabus—“discuss, re flect on, 
or apply material we are working on that day.” So, for exam-
ple, she might pause in the middle or at the end of class and ask 
students to write a short response to the following question: 
“De scribe one ev eryday example of the impact of cues on re-
trieval from long- term memory.” Or: “When are you best off 
relying on intuition . . . and when should you ignore intuition?” 
It might seem overwhelming to imagine a faculty member re-
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sponding to short- answer questions like these ev ery day in a 
class of seventy or more students. Miller does not typically write 
detailed responses to each student, however. She explains on the 
syllabus that students will receive full credit for “good- faith ef-
fort”; she told me that she “might pull a few to comment on in 
class, or make a few written comments if the student is way off 
base,” but otherwise simply gives credit for a reasonable re-
sponse of any kind. This seems especially appropriate given the 
low stakes of these assessments; although she has at least one of 
them during almost ev ery class period—which, as she pointed 
out to me, helps ensure better attendance in a large course—
they account for a total of only 10 percent of the student’s final 
grade.
 These in- class activities strike me as accomplishing two im-
por tant objectives. First, they provide opportunities for students 
to think about application of the course concepts outside of the 
classroom, thus helping prepare them for the Coglab experi-
ments and the application proj ect. In giving students such ad-
vance preparation, Miller is reducing the number of students 
who might approach those assignments with anxiety and uncer-
tainty, and might resort to cheating as a consequence. But more 
im por tant, the in- class activities represent another way in which 
Miller can take advantage of the memory retrieval practice that 
we learned about from research on the testing effect. Remember 
that the principle underlying the testing effect is that students 
bene fit from frequent retrieval and rehearsal of the concepts and 
information they are learning. We might most easily imagine 
quizzes and tests as the primary means by which students en-
gage in such retrieval and rehearsal, but those are not the only 
means available to them or us. Students can practice retrieval 
and rehearsal activities while they are studying, for example, by 
studying with the book closed. Instead of simply rereading their 
textbook or notes over and over again, in other words, they can 
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close their books and practice retrieving the main ideas from 
their notes or the chapter by talking about them with one an-
other or by reproducing them in different forms on a new note-
book page: as an outline, or in paragraph form, or even as a 
concept map. That kind of studying will prove much more effec-
tive than the typical studying behavior of most college students. 
(We will consider this in more detail in the next chapter.)
 And so, likewise, Michelle Miller helps students begin the 
pro cess of practicing retrieval and rehearsal of course informa-
tion with her in- class activities. Consider again the first example 
I gave of a question she might pose to students as an in- class 
activity: “De scribe one ev eryday example of the impact of cues 
on retrieval from long- term memory.” Envision such a question 
being posed to students after they had read material on the no-
tion of “cues” and heard a brief lecture on the topic. Students 
are then asked to close their books and respond to that question 
in writing. Doing so requires two intellectual activities. First, 
students have to remember and rehearse what they have just 
learned. All of the in- class activities, Miller explained to me, are 
like this one in that they “require students to access the material 
from memory in order to come up with a reasonably thoughtful 
response.” Second, they ask students to begin building their 
own connections between the course material and the world 
outside of the classroom. “I tend to emphasize,” she told me, 
“application to ev eryday life or other opportunities for students 
to personalize the material.” That emphasis first helps students 
prepare for the application they will be doing on their out- of- 
class proj ect. But giving students the opportunity to personalize 
the material also helps them create richer connections between 
what they are learning and what they already know, which can 
help students—as it can help all of us—remember ideas and in-
formation more deeply.
 Miller’s in- class activities do not always take the form of short 
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124 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

writing exercises like this one. Sometimes, for example, the stu-
dents are given the opportunity to discuss the question in small 
groups and then turn in a group response. “The critical point,” 
she says, “is to get students actively responding during class, re-
gardless of the exact spe cifics of the activity.” And we can envi-
sion easily enough that, in some cases, the written component 
might not even be necessary to take advantage of the bene fits of 
frequent retrieval and rehearsal. Oftentimes we conclude lec-
tures or mini- lectures in class by asking students if they have any 
questions in response to what we have just presented. If you’re 
like me, you have plenty of experience in hearing nothing but 
crickets chirping in response to that question. A much better 
way to conclude a lecture, according to what we have covered in 
this chapter, would be to ask students to close their notebooks, 
and then to spend ten minutes posing spe cific questions de-
signed to elicit students’ recall of what they have just heard. I 
know that sometimes instructors shy away from this kind of ac-
tivity, not wanting to appear like a drill sergeant grilling the re-
cruits. But attitude and tone can make a huge difference when 
you are engaging students in the classroom; you could conduct 
such an exercise like a drill sergeant, but you could also conduct 
it like a researcher inviting a colleague into a fascinating conver-
sation. You can also remove some of the tension from the room 
if you make it clear, on the syllabus and from the first day of the 
semester, that all lectures will conclude with the opportunity for 
students to test what they have learned with some oral questions 
and answers in class. Make it clear that you are doing so because 
this quizzing will help them learn by allowing them to practice 
retrieval and rehearsal—not because you want to embarrass any-
one or catch anyone who has been napping during the lecture.
 None of the testing- effect strategies I have been describing 
in the work of Michelle Miller—frequent online quizzes and 
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regular in- class activities that require retrieval and rehearsal—are 
revolutionary ones. As she acknowledged to me during our in-
terview, the in- class activities are partially modeled on the now- 
famous low- stakes assessment model of the “minute paper,” in 
which a teacher concludes a lecture by asking students to write 
down one key concept that they learned during the class period. 
The minute paper has a thousand variations, and Miller’s in- class 
activities could be seen as a series of such variations. It’s also 
time to acknowledge that constructing a course using these ac-
tivities cannot guarantee that you will not have cheating—just as 
none of the strategies that I am covering in the four chapters 
of Part II will guarantee that. But if we keep in mind the foun-
dational principle of the book, that the best means we have 
to reduce cheating is to increase motivation and learning, than 
I think we can take two essential points away from Michelle 
Miller’s research on memory and learning, as well as from the 
ways in which she applies that research to her own course.
 First, provide frequent opportunities for students to practice 
retrieval and rehearsal of the information that you want them to 
learn. That pro cess can start from the very class period in which 
you present them with the information, in the ways in which 
you pose questions and prob lems to students in class; it can con-
tinue outside of class with online exercises or quizzes; and it 
can be solidified in the form of the tests you give. Each time 
your students are able to recall your course material from mem-
ory, according to the experiments of cognitive psychologists like 
Karpicke and Roediger, they are sealing up neural connections 
that will help them recall that material more easily the next time, 
and that will lead to greater long- term learning. Of course we 
have not by any means exhausted the possible ways in which a 
college faculty member can give students practice with retrieval 
and rehearsal; the im por tant point here is not to faithfully repro-
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126 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

duce Michelle Miller’s example in detail, but to understand the 
principle of the testing effect and see how you can apply it in 
your classes. I have used short- answer writing exercises in my 
literature courses for many years now, at the beginning of almost 
ev ery class, and I have seen the great potential for taking advan-
tage of the testing effect—but it was not until I learned about 
the testing effect myself that I understood their power, and be-
gan planning them more carefully in order to reinforce student 
learning of the key concepts in the course. I suspect that many 
faculty will already have course features that give students the 
opportunity to practice retrieval and rehearsal and may, like me, 
now have the opportunity to think a little bit more deliberately 
about how you deploy them in your courses.
 Second, faculty should provide at least some of those oppor-
tunities for retrieval and rehearsal in low- stakes formats, and 
particularly in the formats on which students will have to engage 
in their high- stakes assignments or exams. The dif fi culty that 
students—and perhaps all learners—have in transferring knowl-
edge or skills from one context to another means that if we want 
them to succeed on our high- stakes evaluations, we should give 
them plenty of opportunities to practice their skills on similarly 
formatted low- stakes assessments. If your students take a high- 
stakes final exam in multiple- choice format, you should have 
them taking lower- stakes multiple- choice quizzes throughout 
the semester. If your students take a high- stakes final essay exam, 
have them respond to essay questions in class throughout the 
semester. Ideally, you are testing students in more than one for-
mat, and asking them to do at least some writing, but with the 
course sizes that many of us have to manage these days, that 
can be dif fi cult. While the research does seem to suggest that 
 longer- term learning happens when students are writing, as op-
posed to taking multiple- choice exams, the differences between 
the two were not overly large ones. The format matters less than 
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 Lowering Stakes 127

the alignment between the low-  and high- stakes assessments, 
and the frequency of opportunities you give to students.

We began this chapter with what might have seemed to you a 
counterintuitive notion: that the more assessments you give to 
your students, the less cheating you will have. I suspect that 
most faculty who have taught for a while will have had some ver-
sion of the following experience, at least if you ever teach classes 
that allow for student discussion. You pose a question about the 
reading to your class, and a student formulates an interesting 
response to the question, one that re flects his reading of the ma-
terial but puts his own spe cific spin on it. Later that week, the 
student  comes back to the same idea in a short- answer response 
on the midterm exam. Still later in that semester, the student 
takes the idea a little further and uses it as the starting point for 
a major essay for the course. The first time the student spoke 
that idea aloud in class, it created a new connection for him. 
During the exam, the idea was more easily recalled in written 
form because it had been discussed in class. The idea continued 
to hang around in the student’s head, ultimately forming the 
basis for further research and un der stand ing in the essay the stu-
dent prepared. The research on cognitive theory that we have 
covered in this chapter tells us that this student may remember 
that idea  longer and more fully than anything else he learned in 
the course. The more opportunities we give to students to re-
hearse what they have learned in these ways, the less likely they 
will be to seek easy answers, outside the con fines of academic 
honesty, for what they need to succeed in your course.
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instiLLing seLF- eFFiCaCY

As the father of five children, I frequently get roped into serving 
as the coach or assistant coach on youth sports teams. Despite 
the fact that I stopped playing all sports except golf and ping 
pong (do those count?) in my freshman year of high school, I 
have now imparted my sports- oriented wisdom to young people 
in the areas of baseball, football, and soccer over the past dozen 
years or so. As a result, I have become thoroughly familiar with 
what I call the “good jobbing” of American youth today, and in 
fact am one of the main prac ti tioners of this dubious coaching 
technique. No matter what a kid on one of my teams does, I find 
myself saying “Good job!” to it. Hit a single in baseball? “Good 
job!” Scored a soccer goal? “Good job!” When the child has ac-
tually not done a good job, I add some clar i fi ca tion. Dropped a 
pass in football? “Good job! You really dove well for that ball!” 
Struck out at the plate? “Good job! Way to swing at that pitch, 
instead of watching a called third strike!” I can find a reason and 
language to praise almost anything a child does in a sporting 
event, as long as they are not sitting in the field picking dandeli-
ons in the middle of the game. (Although I am tempted some-
times to congratulate those children on engaging in civil disobe-
dience with their passive protests against the madness that youth 
sports can sometimes become.) I am quite adept at the skill of 
“good jobbing,” which is probably why I am in such demand as 
a coach.
 The first technique that might occur to you when you are 
thinking about helping students overcome self- efficacy prob-
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 Instilling Self- Efficacy 129

lems, which ranked fourth in our list of factors that might in-
duce students to cheat, is to engage in lots of “good jobbing” in 
your classroom. But there is a prob lem with this—one that oc-
curs on a smaller level in children’s sports, but be comes much 
more intense in higher education. If we do nothing but praise 
children for their efforts, we give them a false sense of their skill 
level. This really  doesn’t matter much to five- year- olds on a soc-
cer field. Over the course of the next few years, they will gradu-
ally be able to see for themselves how they stack up with their 
peers on the soccer pitch, and no amount of “good jobbing” 
will cover up the sig nifi cant and visible differences that begin to 
emerge between excellent and poor athletes as the children en-
ter middle and high school. But it can create a sig nifi cant prob-
lem for college students, in that poorly gauged overcon fi dence in 
their knowledge of course material can lead them to under-
study—and hence might be as likely to induce cheating as a lack 
of con fi dence in their abilities.
 To help instill a strong but realistic sense of self- efficacy in our 
students, one that will give them the con fi dence they need to 
undertake the challenges we give to them without underesti-
mating the effort it will take, we can look to two very concrete 
strategies: improving student metacognition, and improving fac-
ulty communication. I will take them up in that order, because I 
believe that improving student metacognition requires harder 
thinking about your teaching, and has the potential to inspire 
deeper changes in the way that you conduct your classes. Once 
you have made your decision about how—or whether—to make 
those changes, you can then build more effective communica-
tion into just about any course with the strategies I will cover in 
the final part of the chapter.

I was first introduced to the fancy five- cent notion of metacog-
nition by Stephen Chew, a cognitive psychologist who has pro-
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duced a ter rific series of YouTube videos for college and univer-
sity students on how they can learn to study more effectively. 
When I first discovered these videos, I wrote a profile of Chew 
and the videos for a Chronicle of Higher Education column. I 
focused especially on the first video in the series, in which he in-
troduces students to the concept of metacognition.1 Stephen 
Chew will serve as our guide through this concept and what it 
means for our students, and his work in the videos and in the 
interviews I conducted with him stands behind this entire chap-
ter. But Stephen will join us formally only for a few pages, and 
then I want to introduce you to a group of physicists at MIT 
who published an essay about how they reduced cheating in 
their large, introductory physics courses—and did so, at least in 
my analysis, by giving their students a sig nifi cant metacognitive 
boost.
 Put as simply as possible, according to Chew, metacognition 
“is a person’s awareness of his or her own level of knowledge 
and thought pro cesses. In education, it has to do with students’ 
awareness of their ac tual level of un der stand ing of a topic.”2 
Students with excellent metacognitive skills have a clear and 
 accurate picture of how well they know the material they are 
studying; those with poor metacognitive skills have an inaccu-
rate picture of their learning. Although a small number of stu-
dents may underestimate their knowledge about the material 
they are trying to learn (which could result in low self- efficacy), 
more typically students err in the other direction. Students with 
poor metacognition, Chew says, are usually “grossly over con fi-
dent in their level of un der stand ing. They think they have a 
good un der stand ing when they really have a shallow, fragmented 
un der stand ing that is composed of both accurate information 
and misconceptions.”3 If you have ever had a distraught student 
visit your of fice hours after an exam, lamenting that he thought 
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 Instilling Self- Efficacy 131

he knew the material cold and then bombed an exam, you were 
likely staring at a student with poor metacognitive skills.
 The reason that those poor metacognitive skills cause prob-
lems for students is that they lead them to make poor study deci-
sions, which then have consequences for their performances on 
exams or assignments. As Chew puts it, “once students feel they 
have mastered material, they will stop studying, usually before 
they have the depth and breadth of un der stand ing they need to 
do well. On exams, they will often believe their answers are ab-
solutely correct, only to be shocked when they make a bad 
grade.”4 So a student with poor metacognitive skills may imag-
ine that two hours of studying for a major exam has given him 
complete mastery of the material; a student with excellent meta-
cognitive skills recognizes that two hours of studying has only 
scratched the surface of what she needs for such an im por tant 
exam, and will continue working for another six or eight hours. 
The student with poor metacognitive skills will not realize the 
depth of his error in judgment, though, until he is sitting in 
front of the exam and realizing how badly he has miscalcu-
lated—or, for those students with especially poor metacognitive 
skills, until you give them back their failed exam.
 In the interview I conducted with Chew, I asked him about 
the single best strategy that faculty could use in order to help 
their students improve their metacognitive skills. “The best way 
to reduce the impact of poor metacognition,” Chew said, “is 
to use formative assessment during teaching. Formative assess-
ments are brief, low- stakes activities that students do in order to 
give both themselves and the teacher feedback about their level 
of un der stand ing. There is a wide assortment of assessments that 
faculty can use, such as think- pair- share activities, minute pa-
pers, and so- called ‘clicker’ questions.”5 I noted in the last chap-
ter that Michelle Miller’s in- class activities represent a form of 

Lang, James M.. Cheating Lessons : Learning from Academic Dishonesty, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/niu/detail.action?docID=3301325.
Created from niu on 2020-08-21 04:58:59.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



132 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

the “minute paper,” and we can now put those activities in the 
terms de scribed by Chew here as “formative assessments.” The 
more such opportunities that the students have to test out their 
knowledge and receive feedback on it in formative assessments 
like the ones Chew mentioned, the more accurate a picture they 
will have of their own learning—and the more accurate that pic-
ture is, the more they will be able to make good decisions about 
their studying. The better those study decisions are, the less 
likely they will be to find themselves stuck behind the eight- ball 
in the hours before an exam, or in the final weeks of the semes-
ter, knowing that their only option for success in the course is an 
academically dishonest one.
 The most effective low- stakes assessments you can give, of 
course—as we have already reviewed in our chapter on the test-
ing effect—are ones that will reappear in high- stakes form on 
your exams or assignments. So whatever skills the students will 
need to succeed on your high- stakes assessments, they should 
have had multiple opportunities to practice and receive feedback 
on those skills on prior low- stakes assessments. Doing so will 
both help them learn the course material more deeply through 
the testing effect, and will help them gain a clearer picture of 
their own learning (that is, better metacognition). (And, as a 
helpful bonus, it will help you gain a clearer picture of what stu-
dents are learning or not learning in your class, allowing you to 
modify your teaching accordingly.)
 In his class, Chew uses “clickers” in order to provide the stu-
dents with a better un der stand ing of their knowledge in the 
course, and to give them practice on the kinds of questions that 
they will see on the exam:

I present the class with a multiple- choice question similar to ones 

that will be on the exam. Students select their answers individu-

ally, and I poll the class. They can then discuss their answer with 
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other students, after which I poll the class again. Fi nally, we dis-

cuss the answers as a class. This gives me a sense of how well stu-

dents understand the material. I can identify and address prob-

lem areas. I also emphasize that the question I use is similar in 

dif fi culty level to questions they will see on exams, so if they did 

not answer correctly or were confused, they need to improve 

their un der stand ing. Formative assessment helps students study 

and learn more effectively before exams, and they are less likely to 

feel “tricked” by questions they  didn’t expect. The ac tual exam 

should never be the first time the faculty or the students get feed-

back about the ac tual level of student un der stand ing.6

Done well, the kind of formative assessment that Chew de-
scribes here can help address both ends of the metacognitive 
spectrum. Students who overestimate their un der stand ing of the 
topic should see their mistake if they are consistently getting the 
answers to the questions wrong, or are having to guess at the 
answers. Students who are undercon fi dent in their learning—
and hence have the kind of low self- efficacy that might lead to 
cheating—should be able to gain con fi dence by consistently do-
ing well on the clicker questions, especially if they know that 
those same types of questions will appear on their graded ex-
ams.7 In neither case, as Chew points out, will students feel 
“tricked” by what they see on an exam, or even anticipate feel-
ing “tricked” by an exam. And as you may remember, one aspect 
of self- efficacy that made a difference in cheating was whether or 
not the students felt they would be assessed fairly by their pro-
fessors. The formative assessments de scribed by Chew give stu-
dents a very clear picture of how they will be evaluated, reducing 
any potential feelings they might have of receiving unfair treat-
ment on their exams.
 But you  don’t need clickers to create formative assessments in 
your class, as we saw with the example of Michelle Miller; you 

Lang, James M.. Cheating Lessons : Learning from Academic Dishonesty, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/niu/detail.action?docID=3301325.
Created from niu on 2020-08-21 04:58:59.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.
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can use such assessments in a va ri ety of ways, and you can even 
attach points to them if you prefer, though you want to keep 
those stakes as low as possible. To offer another example, sup-
pose that you typically give your students a midterm and a final 
exam that require them to synthesize concepts or information 
from your course in several long essay questions. How can you 
prepare your students to do well on those exams, improve their 
metacognition, and reduce their incentive to cheat? The addi-
tional paper assignments you have for the course won’t help, nor 
will the presentation you also assign. In those cases you are ask-
ing the students to do some thing different, drawing on different 
skill sets. To help them develop the skills they will need to suc-
ceed on your essay exams, you might occasionally ask them to 
perform concept syntheses in class in ten-  or fif teen- minute writ-
ing exercises throughout the semester. Once a week, for exam-
ple, you might begin class by asking your students to write a 
two- paragraph response to just such a synthesis question. Each 
of those responses might count for a very small fraction of their 
final grade. Imagine the difference between a student who has 
spent the semester gamely reviewing her notes ev ery once in a 
while and believing that she has the concepts mastered, but who 
has never attempted a written synthesis of those concepts, and a 
student who has had a dozen opportunities to practice writing a 
synthesis and has received feedback on how he has done. Which 
student will have learned this skill more deeply and effectively? 
Which student will be less likely to bomb the midterm, become 
terrified about the final exam, and be motivated to do whatever 
it takes—honest or otherwise—in order to ace that final exam?
 Practicing with short writing exercises to prepare students for 
essay exams will work only in some disciplines, obviously, so you 
will have to translate this example into whatever discipline in 
which you are teaching. The principle is simple enough: take 
a look at whatever you require of students on your high- stakes 
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assessments, and break it down into smaller chunks or pieces 
on which you can give students low- stakes assessments during 
the intervals between those higher- stakes exams or assignments. 
Doing so will not only make use of the testing effect in order to 
reinforce your course content in your student’s brains, but it will 
also help firm up their metacognitive awareness of their knowl-
edge in your course. And doing both of these things will reduce 
the incentive for students to cheat. To hearken back to the first 
historical situation we considered, the ancient Olympics, imag-
ine you were the world’s fastest sprinter, and you knew you were 
faster than ev ery one else—why in the world would you bother 
bribing the judges in order to ensure your victory? The stu-
dents’ knowledge, and their metacognitive awareness of that 
knowledge, can be one of the best remedies we have against 
cheating.
 The clicker strategy de scribed by Stephen Chew was initially 
developed by Eric Mazur, a physicist at Harvard University. To 
help see more clearly how frequent low- stakes assessment activi-
ties can both improve metacognitive skills and reduce cheating, 
I want to turn to a group of four physicists across town from 
Mazur, at MIT, who published an essay in the January 2010 edi-
tion of the online journal Physics Education Research about how 
they reduced cheating on homework assignments and increased 
learning and course retention in their large, introductory physics 
courses for nonmajors.8 Their study focused initially on two 
large sections of the courses in the fall of 2003. With approxi-
mately 215 students in each of those two sections, the courses 
were taught in traditional lecture- recitation format: the faculty 
offered three lectures per week, as well as two recitation ses-
sions. Attendance was not required at either the lecture or reci-
tation sessions; unsurprisingly, attendance rates clocked in at a 
rather low 60 percent. The major assessments for the course, 
following an initial pretest to check students’ knowledge prior 
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136 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

to taking the course, included three in- class examinations and a 
final exam. But students also had to complete weekly homework 
assignments: one of them an electronic prob lem that they solved 
through an online homework system called MasteringPhysics 
(worth 10 percent of their total grade in the course), and one 
of them a written assignment. The physics professors who co- 
authored the study were concerned about two issues: how much 
cheating was taking place on those electronic homework assign-
ments, and how many students were either dropping out or do-
ing poorly in the course. They wanted, in part, to understand 
whether there was a correlation between these two factors—but 
mostly they wanted to reduce the rates of both cheating and 
poor performances in the course.
 In order to determine how much copying was taking place on 
the homework assignments, they decided to analyze the amount 
of time it took students to complete the online homework prob-
lems. They estimated that students who were actively and au-
thentically engaged with the homework took ten minutes or 
more to complete each prob lem. When they looked at the re-
ports, which indicated how many minutes had elapsed between 
the time the student opened the prob lem on a  browser and the 
time it took him to complete the prob lem, they saw a sig nifi cant 
number of students were doing so in a minute or less—less time 
than it would take to read the prob lem in its entirety and type in 
a response, much less ac tually think about it and work out the 
answer. Using this time- to- completion factor as their main piece 
of evidence, they estimated that around 10 percent of the to-
tal prob lems completed in the course had been copied from 
 another source. That gross number of total prob lems copied 
breaks down in two im por tant ways. First, the researchers were 
able to see the number of students who engaged in different 
rates of copying. They found a small number of students (10 
percent) who copied at least half of their homework prob lems; a 
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majority of students (51 percent) who copied either not at all or 
less than 10 percent of the prob lems; and a messier group of 
“light” or “moderate” copiers (39 percent) who copied be-
tween 10 and 50 percent of the prob lems. Second, and more 
interestingly—if perhaps still unsurprisingly—they were able to 
determine that copying in ten si fied as the deadline for the home-
work approached, and spiked right around deadline time and 
slightly afterward. Looking more closely at this, they discovered 
a primary difference between heavy copiers and those who cop-
ied little or not at all. The noncopying group, they reported, 
“does their work in a timely fashion; working steadily over three 
days before due time and completing ~½ of their prob lems 
two days before they are due”; the heavy copy group “typically 
does only ~10% of their work two days early, and leave[s] al-
most 60% of the assignment to the final six hours, and about 
15% until after it is due.” The more work they left until the 
hours before the deadline, in other words, the more the students 
were likely to copy.9

 How does that information square with what we have already 
learned about cheating? Just as we saw in our opening chapter, 
we have a small number of students (10 percent) who are cheat-
ing regularly, a larger number of students who cheat much less 
regularly, and a much larger number of students who either do 
not cheat at all or do so very infrequently. So in that respect 
what we see in this course matches the basic picture we have of 
how many of our students engage in academically dishonest be-
havior. As for the issue of the copying increasing dramatically in 
the hours before the due date, we can certainly at tri bute some of 
that to poor time management on the part of the students—a 
common enough prob lem that, as faculty, we have limited abil-
ity to help our students overcome. But I think we can also at tri-
bute much of this deadline copying to poor metacognition on 
the students’ part. Metacognition in this case would involve a 
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recognition of the dif fi culty of the homework prob lems and an 
assessment of their ability to solve the prob lems in the required 
time period. Students with sharp metacognitive skills were obvi-
ously aware that these were dif fi cult prob lems that would chal-
lenge their un der stand ing, and so began working on them three 
days in advance, completing over half of them two days before 
the due date. Students with poor metacognitive skills, by con-
trast, assumed that they would be able to complete most of 
the prob lems within six hours of the due date and time, and so 
unwisely left most of them until the day they were due. When 
faced with the realization that they had badly miscalculated the 
amount of time they needed to complete the prob lem, many of 
them resorted to copying.
 And many of them, as a result, did increasingly poorly in the 
course. The authors looked at the student scores on all five ex-
ams, from the pretest to the final, and compared them with the 
amount of copying that the students did. In simplest terms, they 
explain, “repeated homework copying” correlates sharply with 
“severely declining performance relative to class average over 
the five primary assessments.”10 In other words, the test scores 
of the heavi est copiers show a mostly steady decline from the 
beginning of the semester to the final exam. The authors are 
able to demonstrate that repeated copiers and noncopiers scored 
in roughly the same range on the pretest. In other words, all 
students began the course with the same basic set of skills and 
background knowledge. But as the semester pro gressed, the 
students who engaged in repeated copying saw their scores 
gradually decline from test to test in comparison with noncopi-
ers, culminating in a “copying” final exam score average that 
was two full standard deviations below the “noncopying” exam 
score average. The authors make the excellent point, as a result 
of comparing these averages on the pretest and final exam, that 
“contrary to the typical belief of American students that innate 
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ability . . . is the principal determiner of exam success, doing all 
assigned work is a surer route to exam success than innate phys-
ics ability.”11 As I see it re flected in this sentence, and in other 
parts of the article, the authors of this study struck me as driven 
by the admirable desire to address cheating in their course be-
cause cheating reduces learning. They wanted as many students 
as possible to learn physics, and so they wanted as few students 
as possible to copy the homework prob lems.
 To achieve these goals, the authors revamped the course en-
tirely, shifting it to what they call a “studio model” following the 
fall of 2003. They continued to tweak the structure of the course 
through the fall of 2006, the last semester included in their 
analysis. (In the first year of trying out the new format, students 
had the option of signing up for the studio model course or the 
traditional lecture course; by 2006, all sections of the course had 
shifted to the studio model.) The changes made to shift the 
course to a studio model included the following:

The course was divided into sections of ~75 students each; each 

section met for 5 h[ours] total each week with one professor and 

several teaching assistants. During class periods, students were 

given minilectures interspersed with questions answered using a 

personal response system followed by peer instruction, hands- on 

experiments, and group prob lem- solving sessions, often at the 

board. Students were broken into groups of not more than 3 and 

each student group had access to a computer used to enhance 

demonstrations and collect their experimental data.12

They shifted the nature of the homework slightly as well, mov-
ing to two assignments per week from MasteringPhysics and 
one written homework assignment (more frequent assessments, 
in other words).
 The shift to the studio model helped the authors achieve 
both of the consequences they desired. The total number of 
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prob lems copied fell from around 11 percent in the fall of 2003 
to around 3 percent in the fall of 2006. The fall of 2006, the 
year of the lowest cheating rate seen in the study, had also in-
cluded a technical shift the authors made to the MasteringPhys-
ics prob lems, which made it more dif fi cult for students to copy 
their answers. But even in 2004 and 2005, when they were still 
using the previous types of questions, the copy rate dropped by 
nearly half. The number of students who earned D’s or F’s in 
the course dropped by an equally dramatic rate from the fall of 
2003 to the spring of 2006. Out of 428 students who began the 
course in the fall of 2003, 38 of them ultimately failed; out of 
619 students who took the studio model courses in the spring of 
2006, only 10 of them failed. In their laconic and cautious sci en-
tific language, the authors state that “[w]e suspect that reduc-
tion in homework copying is responsible for a sig nifi cant part of 
this reduction in failure rate.”13 In this quote we arrive once 
again at the happy juncture that animates Part II of this book, in 
which we see that the strategies which reduce cheating are pre-
cisely the strategies that increase learning. Reducing the amount 
of students who are copying their homework increases the num-
ber of students who are passing the course. I would argue that 
improved metacognition stands at the heart of this junction, 
even though the authors of the study do not spe cifi cally address 
that concept. It seems clear enough to me that when students 
are completing the homework assignments in class, under the 
guidance of their professors, they are—in addition to gaining 
more practice at the skills they will need on the exams—receiv-
ing a much clearer picture of their ability to do physics. That 
more accurate picture should help them direct their studying 
and practice more effectively, and make better decisions about 
how much time and effort they need to commit to the course.
 In the second de cade of the twenty- first century, a new set of 
phrases has emerged for describing the phenomenon of profes-
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sors restructuring their classes in the way de scribed by these 
physics teachers, from traditional lecture models to ones in 
which students are actively engaged in prob lem solving or other 
course- related work: the “flipped” or “inverted” classroom. The 
basic idea captured by these phrases (and others like them) is 
that instead of students sitting passively for lectures on the infor-
mation or concepts they need to know and then going home to 
try and apply those concepts or information to answer questions 
or solve prob lems, the instructor flips or inverts these elements 
of the course: students get the basic information they need prior 
to coming to class and then spend class time working on prob-
lems or answering questions with the instructor on hand to 
guide and supervise. In order to get that information to stu-
dents beforehand, faculty can videotape their lectures, post pre-
sentations to a course website, or provide necessary readings. 
The students study that material in advance of class, and come 
to class prepared to work instead of simply to listen. This repre-
sents an inversion or flipping of the typical lecture- recitation 
model of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
courses (usually referred to with the acronym STEM), in which 
instructors might lecture on key concepts or even model prob-
lem- solving techniques in class and then expect students to go 
home and solve homework prob lems on their own.14 That is not 
exactly what was happening in those MIT physics courses in the 
fall of 2003, since the instructors still presented key concepts 
to the students during class time through “minilectures,” as 
they de scribe them. In a truly flipped classroom, those minilec-
tures would be presented to the students prior to their coming 
to class, either in videotaped format or through written materi-
als. When these physics instructors shifted to a studio model, 
though, and had students working on practice prob lems in class, 
they were employing at least one of the main strategies of the 
flipped classroom—having students spend time in class practic-
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ing their prob lem- solving skills and receiving directed feedback 
from the instructor. And it’s that feature of the flipped class-
room, I would argue—low- stakes classroom activities with di-
rect feedback from the instructor—that helps students improve 
their metacognitive skills in the course.
 As has been suggested by Derek Bruff, Director of the Center 
for Teaching Excellence at Vanderbilt University, none of this 
may seem very revolutionary to humanities or qualitatively ori-
ented social science faculty. In these fields, professors typically 
assign reading in advance of the day’s lecture or discussion and 
expect students to come prepared to engage in discussions or 
other interactive activities.15 But speaking as a humanities pro-
fessor and drawing upon many conversations I have had with my 
colleagues on and off campus, as well as observations I have 
done in their classrooms, I can point out one major prob lem 
with assuming that my co- disciplinary colleagues have nothing 
to learn from the flipped classroom and the improved metacog-
nition it can bring to our students—namely, that in my discipline 
and many others, students often do not do the reading. During 
the years I directed the Honors Program at my college, I had an 
of fice right next to a lounge area where students congregated 
and socialized between classes. I was astounded at how many 
times I heard our best students on campus discussing reading 
assignments they had skimmed, skipped, or forgotten about. It 
scared me to think about how many non- Honors students were 
following their lead. But of course we  don’t give students much 
reason to do the reading in advance of class if we step to the 
front of the room on most days and deliver lectures about the 
readings we have assigned. In that case, I would have complete 
sympathy with students who  don’t bother to do the readings in 
advance. Why do so, when the professor will simply explain to 
you in class what you need to know?
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 The research on the flipped classroom tells us that what makes 
it such an effective teaching strategy is the fact that students get 
the opportunity to practice and receive immediate feedback on 
the skills that they will need for the course assessments. As Susan 
Ambrose and her colleagues point out in How Learning Works, 
“[g]enerally speaking, both professors and students underesti-
mate the need for practice” in the acquisition of new intellectual 
or creative skills. As faculty, we often assume that modeling the 
techniques for prob lem solving on the board or having students 
complete a prob lem or two in class will provide the students 
with the skills they need to succeed on their assessments. Am-
brose and her colleagues note that faculty typically “move from 
concept to concept or skill to skill rather quickly, giving students 
no more than a single opportunity to practice each.”16 But the 
research on how students develop mastery of a skill tells us that 
students need multiple opportunities both to practice any skill 
they are trying to learn, and they need to receive targeted feed-
back in order to help them improve those skills from one prac-
tice session to the next. The simplest analogy, used by Ambrose 
and her colleagues, is to learning a musical instrument. Just 
as novice musicians must spend many hours practicing basic 
skills like playing scales or mastering dif fi cult passages—and fre-
quently do so in the presence of their teacher, receiving immedi-
ate and individualized feedback—so must our students spend 
many hours practicing the basic intellectual skills of our disci-
pline. The flipped classroom offers precisely this opportunity: in-
stead of sending students away to struggle in their dorm rooms 
on prob lems that you have modeled for them once in class, in 
the absence of any direct guidance or feedback from the instruc-
tor, you are giving them those multiple opportunities to practice 
prob lem solving (or whatever skill you are teaching) in your 
presence, and with your direct (one on one) or indirect (whole 
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144 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

class) guidance. That practice time both helps them improve on 
the skill and gives them a clearer metacognitive picture of their 
learning.
 The language of prob lem solving might seem more appropri-
ate to STEM disciplines than to humanities or other qualitative 
courses, but that absolutely does not have to be the case. When-
ever I teach a course that involves writing, one of my main ob-
jectives is always to help students learn to compose effective in-
troductions to whatever  genre of essay they are writing. In my 
early years of teaching, I would have students read several model 
essays, and then in class we would look at the first paragraphs of 
all of those essays, talk about which ones seemed most effective, 
and categorize them into different strategy types. Then I would 
let them know that they needed to follow one of those exem-
plary models and write a great introduction to their next paper, 
and I sent them away to do so on their own. Gradually, however, 
I realized that the students’ introductions never quite lived up 
to my expectations. I was not giving them enough help in ac-
complishing this task. So a few years into my teaching career I 
started to teach this skill differently. When the students had an 
assignment due, I still asked them to read the introductions to 
several different essays, and we still analyzed them (albeit more 
briefly) and categorized them into different strategy types. But 
then I asked them to take out a blank of piece of paper and write 
an introduction to a paper with an approaching due date, again 
following one of the exemplary models we had just read. While 
they wrote, I circulated around the classroom, giving individual 
pointers to students. When they had fin ished, I asked them to 
turn the paper over and write another introduction, following 
another one of the models we had studied. Again I walked 
among them, working with individual students. This single 
practice session in the classroom probably still does not give 
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 Instilling Self- Efficacy 145

them enough focused practice on this spe cific skill, but it defi-
nitely made a positive impact in the quality of their introduc-
tions, and it inspired me to  adopt similar studio- style class ses-
sions for teaching skills like incorporating quotations into a 
sentence and writing concluding paragraphs.
 Flipping the classroom helps learning, but it also has tremen-
dous potential to reduce cheating in your courses as well. That 
happens primarily because of the way in which the flipped class-
room improves students’ metacognitive awareness of their learn-
ing in the course. The bene fits extend both to students who are 
grossly overcon fi dent in their learning and to students who are 
undercon fi dent, with the kind of low self- efficacy I de scribe in 
Chapter 2. First, as we saw in the case of the MIT physics stu-
dents, cheating students were overcon fi dent and poor judges of 
how much time and preparation they needed to complete the 
online homework prob lems. Most of them waited until the 
hours immediately prior to the deadline, and cheating levels in-
creased as that witching hour approached. No doubt we should 
at tri bute some of that cheating to students who were lazy, had 
poor time management skills, were inveterate procrastinators, or 
were planning to cheat all along and just waited until the last 
minute to do it. But if that accounted for much or even most of 
the cheating taking place in those final hours, then the change to 
the course format would not have reduced the cheating in the 
online assessments. So we can surmise that poor metacognition, 
especially in the form of overcon fi dence in their ability to com-
plete the prob lems within a given time period, accounted for a 
substantive amount of that homework copying, and that in-
creased time practicing homework prob lems in class accounted 
for a substantive reduction in that cheating. Students who had 
the opportunity to work on the prob lems in class gained an im-
mediate un der stand ing of how dif fi cult they were, and of how 
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146 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

much time they took to complete. A student who had not had 
this opportunity would get the first set of prob lems without that 
knowledge, and hence could badly miscalculate.
 But in the second case, for students who are plagued with low 
self- efficacy, classroom practice would increase their con fi dence 
in their ability to do the homework prob lems, especially if they 
are receiving immediate and ongoing feedback from the instruc-
tor or teaching assistants in those sessions. As a reminder, we can 
break down the concept of student self- efficacy into two parts: 
outcome expectancies, which, as Susan Ambrose and her col-
leagues explain, “re flect the belief that spe cific actions will bring 
about a desired outcome”;17 and efficacy expectancies, which 
“represent the belief that one is capable of identifying, organiz-
ing, initiating, and executing a course of action that will bring 
about a desired outcome.”18 Put together, these two expectan-
cies mean that, in order to feel suf fi ciently motivated to under-
take a dif fi cult challenge, “a student must not only believe that 
doing the assigned work can earn a passing grade, she must also 
believe that she is capable of doing the work necessary to earn a 
passing grade.”19 The first of these beliefs relates to students’ 
perception of the fairness of the evaluation criteria of the course. 
We can help students with this perception in the ways that Ste-
phen Chew iden ti fied in his de scrip tion of his clicker activities—
by explaining to students that the low- stakes assessments under-
taken in class are the same kinds of assessments that they will 
encounter in their graded work, and by evaluating that work 
fairly and transparently.
 The second belief presents us with a more complex challenge: 
how do we convince students that they are capable of doing 
what we ask of them? In their list of recommendations to help 
faculty members meet this challenge, Ambrose and her col-
leagues provide the following key suggestion: to “provide early 
success opportunities.”
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Expectations for future performance are in flu enced by past expe-

riences. Hence, early success can build a sense of efficacy. This 

strategy is incredibly im por tant in courses that are known as 

“gateway” or “high- risk” course[s] or for students who come 

into your course with anxiety for whatever reason. For example, 

you might incorporate early, shorter assignments that account for 

a small percentage of the final grade but provide a sense of com-

petence and con fi dence before you assign a larger proj ect.20

This is precisely what prob lem- solving sessions in the remodeled 
physics courses accomplished, and what low- stakes assessments 
in any course will help accomplish as well. Giving students con-
fi dence in their ability to successfully meet the challenges of the 
course, as well as a better awareness of the time and effort they 
need to expend in order to do so, should go a long way toward 
improving metacognition in your students—and an equally long 
way in reducing the kind of cheating through desperation that 
 comes from hopeless or hopelessly lost students.
 If you work with students on a regular basis in the classroom, 
you will gain a clearer and more accurate picture of their knowl-
edge and skills in the course material before the assessment is 
due. Suppose you give a first assignment of the semester, and 
you have not had any opportunity to see the students’ work or 
assess their abilities prior to receiving the assignment. Unless 
you spot some obvious plagiarism, you have no way of knowing 
whether the abilities demonstrated by the students on the as-
signment match what they are capable of. I know that in my 
discipline we frequently rely on our familiarity with the particu-
lar writing style and skill level of each student in order to help us 
spot possible cheating. Students might suddenly turn in a far 
more sophisticated essay than they have shown themselves ca-
pable of producing, or even far more sophisticated sentences or 
phrases than they have employed previously, and these tip us off 
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148 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

to the possibility of plagiarism. But this strategy only be comes 
effective later in the semester, when we become familiar with 
students’ capabilities. Students could easily get around this in-
formal plagiarism detection method by plagiarizing or cheating 
on their assignments right from the beginning of the course. As 
long as they kept a low profile in class—so as not to reveal their 
true abilities in discussion or lecture questions—they could pla-
giarize or even purchase essays for the course throughout the 
entire semester. This will not work, however, if you have spent 
time individually supervising and guiding students from the first 
through the very last class session.
 An even better guarantee to ensure that students are doing 
their own work on your out- of- class assignment is to require 
them to either begin or complete part of it during class time. So 
let’s say I asked my students to turn in those two introductory 
paragraphs they wrote in class for a writing exercise grade. I 
would give them a quick glance and ask students to revise one of 
them and use it as the ac tual opening of the upcoming paper as-
signment—and to turn in the original version they wrote in class 
with the final paper, so I can see how they revised and improved 
it. I can absolutely guarantee, in that case, that at least one of the 
paragraphs in that paper will not be plagiarized. But I would also 
know that, in addition to the introductory paragraph, the main 
idea for the paper—which they need to have in their heads in 
order to write their introduction—has come from them as well. 
(This will only work if I have told them in advance that they will 
be settling on their paper topic in class that day, since I would 
not want them to have to improvise a paper topic without time 
to think about it.) Giving students time to work on pieces of 
your assignment in class, or asking them to develop the initial or 
main idea of an assignment, should be compatible with just 
about any kind of assignment or material. If you are helping 
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students learn how to write a research paper in your discipline, 
spend thirty minutes teaching them what they need to write a 
literature review, and then have them bring in hard copies of 
three sources and begin writing their literature review in class. If 
students are working on a group presentation in pairs, spend 
thirty minutes modeling what an effective presentation slide 
looks like, and then have them work with their partner to create 
three slides in class. Ideally, you would hold them accountable 
for this in- class work in some way: have them turn in the mate-
rial they wrote in class with their final paper, or have them send 
you the slides they created. A quick glance at them, when you 
are grading the final product, will help you identify discrepancies 
substantive enough to indicate potential cheating.
 Many professors might protest that they have only a few 
hours a week in which to present their course material. If stu-
dents work on their proj ects during class time, will you have to 
gut essential course content? Maybe—but remember that while 
you may have lots of material to cover in your class, just because 
you are covering it  doesn’t mean that students are learning it. 
Any good lecturer knows that the material will be better ab-
sorbed if reduced to a few main ideas that are repeated over and 
over again. So, likewise, a good teacher should know that simply 
battering students with as much information as possible over the 
course of a semester will produce nothing but frustration for 
both teacher and student. It can be dif fi cult indeed to let go of 
material that you feel is absolutely essential for a student in your 
course to have—I understand completely and feel your pain. But 
you will be doing your students a much greater ser vice by reduc-
ing the amount of material that you are covering and ac tually 
ensuring that students are learning it, rather than making sure 
that you are ticking off ev ery checkpoint on your ideal syllabus. 
Learning  comes from practice, and you have to help and teach 
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150 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

your students to practice just as you help and teach them the 
basic knowledge and skills of your discipline.

Before we conclude this chapter, I want to introduce you to our 
final guide, who convinced me that the ways in which we com-
municate with our students can also help them develop an ap-
propriately gauged sense of self- efficacy. Joe Ben Hoyle is an as-
sociate professor of accounting at the University of Richmond 
who has won multiple accolades for his teaching over the course 
of a career that has lasted more than forty years, including an 
invitation by the students at the University of Richmond to de-
liver the school’s inaugural “Last Lecture” in the spring of 2009. 
I first met Joe when he sent me a copy of his self- published book 
on teaching, and a link to his blog. Although I have an innate—
and perhaps unwarranted—suspicion of self- published manu-
scripts sent to me in the mail, some thing about this one caught 
my attention, and I sat down and read it cover to cover. The 
ways in which Joe Ben Hoyle de scribed helping his students 
learn were striking and original, and led me to profile Hoyle’s 
re flections on teaching in a column for the Chronicle of Higher 
Education.21 And although Hoyle has sharp insights into the job 
of teaching in a wide va ri ety of areas, I believe he offers a truly 
inspiring model of communicating with his students to foster 
their self- efficacy and inspire them to learn.22

 Indeed, what first really grabbed my attention, and continues 
to strike me as both an excellent re flection of Hoyle’s teaching 
style and a wonderful teaching innovation, is presented at the 
outset of that book. Hoyle explains that, at the end of each se-
mester, he sends an email to all of the students in his course who 
received an A. That email contains his congratulations for their 
effort and success in the course, and then asks a favor of the stu-
dents: Hoyle asks them to de scribe the study strategies they used 
that allowed them to achieve the grade they earned. Although 
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he uses their responses to help him determine whether he should 
make any changes to the course—if students are earning A’s by 
all- night cramming, for example, he knows he wants to make 
changes to the exams—what distinguishes Hoyle’s method as an 
model for building self- efficacy in his students  comes next.

All of the [student responses] are . . . cut and pasted into a single 

document which is distributed to the next class of students on 

the first day of the following semester. It is one handout that they 

read with interest and care; they are always inclined to believe the 

words of their fellow students. These short essays help remove 

any rumors or mystery associated with my class. From the begin-

ning, I want ev ery student to understand exactly what it takes to 

earn an excellent grade. In most team sports, the players who are 

se niors are expected to teach the freshmen what it means to be 

part of the team. That is what I am seeking: One group of stu-

dents instructs the next on how to achieve excellence.23

I will note without comment that in fif teen years of teaching I 
have never communicated a congratulations to students who did 
well in the course or on the final exam, although I have often 
intended to. That Hoyle makes this a regular part of his teaching 
practice speaks volumes about his dedication both to his profes-
sion and to his students. But, more im por tant, it re flects an 
awareness on his part that students need both tools and encour-
agement to succeed. We all work to give them the tools they 
need to succeed—we hope—in the ways in which we teach our 
courses, but how many of us think to give them encouragement 
in the way that this note does? The special genius of this note is 
not that it says “You can do it!” It says, instead, “You can do 
it—and I have evidence to show you that. Others just like you 
have done it before.”
 If you scan through Hoyle’s writing about teaching, and the 
articles that have been written about his teaching, I would argue 
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that you will find three essential threads that characterize his 
communication with his students, and that I believe can help 
create the kind of self- efficacy we want in our students. The first 
of these sentiments relates as much to fostering intrinsic motiva-
tion as it does to communication, but it strikes me as an essential 
piece of the package that we find in Joe Ben Hoyle’s work; the 
second and third thread twine together—and must twine to-
gether—to foster the self- efficacy our students need.

I Have Some thing Wonderful to Teach You

This sentiment shines through almost ev ery piece of writing 
Hoyle shares with his students—and, I would imagine, his pres-
ence in the classroom as well. I  haven’t studied formally any-
thing related to mathematics or the business world for a good 
twenty years now, but reading through Hoyle’s de scrip tions of 
his discipline to his students makes me want to audit his Inter-
mediate Accounting II class, the course I will focus on for the 
remainder of the chapter. Remember that, as we saw in Chapter 
4, students are both less likely to cheat and more likely to learn 
when they see the course material as intrinsically fascinating, 
useful, or beautiful. Hoyle works hard and continually to help 
his students see his course in this way. In the most recent itera-
tion of the course, for example, he began the pro cess of sharing 
his genuine love for his course material, and helping his stu-
dents learn to love it as well, several months before the semester 
started. In April of 2012, after the students had registered for 
their fall courses, Hoyle sent an email to all of the students on 
the roster in the Fall 2012 section of Intermediate Account-
ing II. His email spends several paragraphs telling the students 
about what the course will entail, and offering advice about how 
to succeed by doing some simple review work over the summer. 
But it moves beyond those simple practical messages. In this 
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course, he explains to them, “[w]e cover some of the most inter-
esting topics in all of accounting.” That brief phrase prepares the 
way for a later section of the email, a final piece of advice to the 
students that encourages them to think about the larger world 
of business in which the course material exists, both because it 
will help them in the course and because it is an inherently fasci-
nating topic of study. Over the summer, he exhorts them,

keep up with the world of business. School should not be sepa-

rate from the real world. (Did you know that Wal- Mart disclosed 

this morning that it had legal risks because of possible bribery in 

Mexico—what does that mean to the company?) . . . The study 

of the business world is like the study of a gigantic game with 

many interlocking pieces. The people who are successful in busi-

ness understand the game and play it very well. The more you 

learn about business the more you realize that there is so much 

more to learn. It is not just a way to get a first job; being in busi-

ness should be an adventure. And, the more you learn in college, 

the better that adventure will be.

The enthusiasm for the world of business and accounting that 
shines through this paragraph infects ev ery thing that Hoyle 
writes to his students. I love the parenthetical aside about Wal- 
mart: Here’s some thing in the daily news that relates to our 
subject matter—let’s think about what it means! Business as a 
game, as an adventure, as a context that connects their studies 
with the world around them—all of these words and phrases and 
ideas help convince students that, in Hoyle’s course, they are 
participating in some thing worth learning.
 That attitude continues into the semester when Hoyle ac-
tually meets the students for the first time and presents his sylla-
bus to them. I can hardly imagine a course that sounds more like 
it would induce thoughts of mechanical learning than Interme-
diate Accounting II. Hoyle makes it very clear to them on his 
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syllabus that such will not be the case in his course. While natu-
rally they will be doing computations and other seemingly me-
chanical activities, the real focus of the course lies with thinking 
about and un der stand ing the practice of accounting. As his syl-
labus puts it:

Sherlock Holmes would have been a wonderful accountant be-

cause he constantly pounded himself with the question “What 

happened here and why?” 2 plus 2 is 4 is mechanical knowledge 

that can be learned with little or no thought. Why accounting 

works in a particular fashion is not mechanical and takes serious 

contemplation to truly understand. People who  don’t do well in 

Intermediate Accountings tend to be obsessed with the mechan-

ics rather than with the “why.”

Hoyle’s course, by contrast, will always keep that larger picture 
in view, encouraging students to think about the meanings be-
hind the numbers. They will engage in “serious contemplation.” 
And, indeed, he explains to them that the main purpose of the 
course is not learning to crunch numbers, or even really just to 
understand accounting more thoroughly. The main purpose of 
this course, like ev ery course he teaches, is much more funda-
mental:

I feel that you will hold a competitive advantage in life if you 

obtain a basic un der stand ing of fi nan cial accounting. More im-

por tantly, I believe you will be more likely to make some thing of 

yourself if you learn to think . . . In this class, we use fi nan cial 

accounting simply as a means for stimulating your ability to think 

and reason.

Maintaining the focus of the students on the larger picture of 
the business world, and on the fundamental thinking skills that 
will help them live richer lives, no doubt helps maintain their 
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interest in the subject matter when they find themselves slog-
ging through the more mechanical tasks of accounting—or 
of any discipline, for that matter. I tend to assume that the rela-
tionship of literature to larger questions of meaning and value 
should be apparent in all aspects of my courses, but I suspect 
students might disagree with that when I am holding their noses 
to a poem—or tying it to a chair, in the words of the poet Billy 
Collins—and asking them to identify the various forms of figura-
tive language they find in there. Hoyle continually asks his stu-
dents to step back from the smaller mechanical tasks and take a 
look at the complex and fascinating whole—to think about ac-
counting, about business, and about thinking itself. I love this 
stuff, his messages to the students imply—and you will too!

I Am Going to Challenge You

In addition to the five times he has won the University of Rich-
mond’s Distinguished Educator Award, in the spring of 2005 
the se nior business majors at the university voted him the “Most 
Feared Professor” on campus. As a result of this interesting dis-
tinction, the university’s alumni magazine invited him to con-
trib ute an essay on his teaching philosophy. He concludes that 
essay with a remark that captures well his convictions about chal-
lenging students: “Our students can do amazing things, but if 
we  don’t challenge them fully, they will never realize what mar-
velous talents they truly possess.”24 In the introductory email to 
his students in the spring, he addresses right away the impres-
sion students probably already have that his course will prove 
“fully” challenging. Intermediate Accounting II, he says to 
them, “is not a course to be taken lightly.” And that same lan-
guage continues on the syllabus when students arrive, where 
Hoyle explains to them that good students will achieve much in 
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his course, but “achievement does not come without sac ri fice.” 
He then explains what that sac ri fice will look like, and why he 
asks it of them:

Proper preparation is the key to achievement whether you are 

trying to get a team ready to win the World Series or the Super 

Bowl or earn an A+ in this course. There is just a right way and a 

wrong way to do things. I expect you to arrive at class ev ery day 

having thought about the material and being ready to explore it 

with me.  Don’t expect to come to class and just take notes as I 

pass out pearls of wisdom. That’s not learning—that’s memori-

zation. I’ll ask questions and I’ll expect answers, answers based 

on your preparation and your ability to think.

This explanation is essential to the structure of the course, which 
Hoyle teaches in a completely Socratic fashion. He poses at least 
one question to ev ery student in class ev ery day. Students have 
to undertake the kind of preparation he de scribes here in or-
der both for his teaching style to work, and for them to receive 
the bene fits of a Socratic teaching style—engaging with dif fi-
cult questions, thinking for oneself, challenging and being chal-
lenged by the other thinkers in the room. When so many college 
courses still rely primarily on lectures or discussions in which 
par tic i pa tion is optional, you can imagine how his teaching style 
represents a full challenge to today’s college student.
 We might expect that a teacher who conducts his class by 
discussion, and who values it so highly, would include some kind 
of par tic i pa tion grade in the course, as many of us do. We would 
be wrong. “I  don’t see any reason at all to reward some thing 
that’s simply expected,” Hoyle said in an interview about his 
teaching with BusinessWeek magazine. “I  don’t reward breath-
ing. I  don’t reward par tic i pa tion.” We might also expect that 
participatory classes like this one allow for plenty of opportunity 
for the teacher to dish out praise to student comments, reinforc-
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 Instilling Self- Efficacy 157

ing the “good job” phenomenon I de scribed at the outset of 
this chapter. But praise  comes only to those who earn it. “I say, 
‘Good job!,’” Hoyle explains in his article in the alumni maga-
zine, “when a student gives me a thoughtful, well- conceived 
answer.” But, unlike me on the softball field, he does not simply 
hand out ‘Good job’ praise for any contribution: “I say, ‘Listen, 
you can do better than that!’ when a student gives me a bad an-
swer.” And when students consistently come to class unpre-
pared, or do not give the kinds of answers he expects from them, 
they do not get a break either, as he explains in his teaching tips 
book: “If any students consistently fail to prepare, I call them in 
and we discuss the advantages of being able to provide and sup-
port answers.”25 Notice the way in which, in the case of students 
who are not doing the preparatory work they need in order to 
succeed in class, Hoyle avoids browbeating them, and instead 
focuses the message on the importance of students continuing 
to challenge themselves: you can do better than that, rather than 
you did poorly; and here’s why preparation helps you in this course. 
And notice as well that, for students who consistently underper-
form, Hoyle calls them into his of fice and talks to them about how 
to succeed in the course, rather than simply giving up on them.
 Hoyle’s con fi dence in his students’ abilities leads us to the 
second half of the sentence that began this section. I am going to 
challenge you, that sentence began; it fin ishes like this:

You Are Capable of Meeting that Challenge

Joe Ben Hoyle may hammer away at this point more than any 
other in his written and face- to- face communications with stu-
dents. It appears in ev ery document he sent to me in one form 
or another. “I honestly want Intermediate Accounting II to be 
the best course you have ever taken,” he tells them in his pre-
course email. “If I do my job really well and if you do your job 
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158 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

really well, we can achieve that goal . . . with a good effort from 
both of us, you are more than capable of handling that chal-
lenge.” His eight- page syllabus concludes with the following 
exhortation, in all cap ital letters: “Believe in yourself—you 
really can do this stuff!!!” In the document that he gives 
to his new students about how to achieve an A in class, compiled 
from students who have done so in previous semesters, his intro-
duction to that advice includes the following sentences: “I want 
to help you ratchet up your game. To me, that is as im por tant as 
learning accounting. I really do want you to learn how to be 
successful when faced with a genuine challenge.” Follow the 
advice of these wise students, Hoyle continues, and “I guarantee 
you what they say can form a road map for your getting an A.”
 Do we really need to offer this kind of cheerleading to our 
students? If you are not going to challenge them, you probably 
do not. If you are going to challenge them, you not only need to 
offer them exhortations like these, but you need to back up the 
exhortations with concrete advice about how they can meet the 
challenges you set for them. Hoyle does not rely exclusively on 
the wisdom of past students to help his current students. The 
entire second half of Hoyle’s eight- page syllabus provides advice 
for students on how to do well in the course. It contains the 
usual material you might find on any syllabus about put ting in 
the time on the reading and homework and so on. But you will 
also find sharp and interesting comments like these:

A lot of students like to gather in the Atrium 30–45 minutes be-

fore my classes just to sit and discuss the handouts. I think that is 

wonderful. I think that really helps. They always walk into class 

ready to go. If I could, I would require that. Absolutely!!! How-

ever, do me a personal favor. If there are people in the atrium 

from our class, include ev ery one in the conversation. Some peo-

ple are quiet and  don’t want to butt in. I want ev ery one in the 
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 Instilling Self- Efficacy 159

class to become part of the group.  Don’t be snooty. You make 

the move to be friendly. Look around—is there anyone there that 

you can ask to “come on over and help us talk about this ac-

counting nonsense.”

What I think deserves particular notice in this paragraph—aside 
from the excellent advice for students to engage in these infor-
mal study sessions before class—is the fact that Hoyle encour-
ages them to engage with each other in an ethical and generous 
way. You see this ethic of generosity in ev ery thing he writes to 
his students, or writes about his teaching. We’re all in this to-
gether, he seems to say—so let’s all help each other succeed.
 And when Hoyle implies to the students that “we” are all in 
this together, he casts a wide and generous net. Consider an 
email that Hoyle sends—brace yourself—to the parents of the 
students who are enrolled in his class. At the beginning of the 
semester, Hoyle asks the students in his course to give him the 
email addresses of their parents, if—and only if—they would like 
to receive occasional updates from him on the course that their 
son or daughter is taking. (The parents can choose to opt out 
after the first email.) As Hoyle explains in the email, he began 
doing this after he sent his own children to college and was dis-
tressed at how little he knew about what was happening in their 
daily educational lives. And while Hoyle’s message does provide 
the parents with information about the course, the bulk of it ac-
tually focuses on providing tips for parents on how they can help 
their son or daughter succeed in the course. “When your child is 
at home,” he writes, “talk with them about your job or your in-
vestments or a business story that you read in the paper or just 
anything having to do with business.” So the parents get a taste 
of the same enthusiasm for business and accounting that Hoyle 
shares with his students. But they also get some friendly advice 
about parenting any student through a dif fi cult learning experi-
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160 The (Nearly) Cheating- Free Classroom

ence: “Never fail to tell your child that you are proud of him/
her for doing the work; tell your child that you know there is a 
lot required but it is only for 3 months or so and that the work 
will really make them better. One of the hardest jobs that I have 
is convincing students that the hours of work before each class 
really are worth the effort—and you can help.” Anyone who has 
parented a child through multiple levels of education—and I 
have five of them, so I speak from long and sometimes pain-
ful experience—knows how badly they need to hear that mes-
sage from us sometimes. I wonder whether I ever would have 
thought to continue speaking it to my soon- to- be- college- aged 
children without this re flection from Joe Hoyle.
 In How Learning Works, Susan Ambrose and her colleagues 
point out that one of the best means we can use to help improve 
students’ sense of self- efficacy is to provide the kind of strate-
gic advice that Hoyle gives to his students (and their parents!). 
Especially in challenging classes, they explain, “[s]tudents may 
not be able to identify ways in which they should appropriately 
change their study behaviors following failure . . . it is im por tant 
to discuss effective study strategies to give them alternatives to 
the behaviors that resulted in poor performance.”26 When we 
communicate explicitly with our students about the strategies 
that will help them learn in our courses, we demystify what stu-
dents might see as an impossible or baffling challenge. We have 
all heard students who say they are “bad at math,” or “just can’t 
write”; those beliefs demotivate students by implying that, no 
matter how hard they work or study, they will never succeed. 
Providing them with concrete advice for how to succeed in a 
course or a discipline—from how to read your notes to how to 
meet before class—helps them see that learning depends on 
their effort instead of some innate learning skill that they were 
blessed with (or not blessed with) at birth. Remember that the 
MIT physicists also noted that the pathway to success in their 
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 Instilling Self- Efficacy 161

course was not some inborn sci en tific intelligence, but doing the 
homework. When we communicate these notions clearly to our 
students, we are giving them the tools they need to succeed—
and in doing so, are removing one more reason they might have 
to cheat.
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