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Abstract
This paper reports on one important aspect of the preliminary findings from the
Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) project, Academic integrity
standards: Aligning policy and practice in Australian universities (Bretag et al., 2010)
Our project aims to identify approaches to the complex issues of academic integrity,
and then to build on these approaches to develop exemplars for adaptation across
the higher education sector. Based on analysis of publicly available online academic
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integrity policies at each of the 39 Australian universities, we have identified five core
elements of exemplary academic integrity policy. These have been grouped under the
headings, Access, Approach, Responsibility, Detail and Support, with no element
given priority over another. In this paper we compare the five core elements identified
in our research with best practice guidelines recommended by the Higher Education
Academy (HEA) in the UK. We conclude that an exemplar policy needs to provide an
upfront, consistent message, reiterated throughout the entire policy, which indicates a
systemic and sustained commitment to the values of academic integrity and the
practices that ensure it. Whereas the HEA created two discrete resources, the key
aim and challenge of this project will be to develop exemplars that demonstrate a
strong alignment between policy and practice.
Introduction
How a university defines and explains the role of academic integrity (AI) in its policy
will affect the way it is taught and embedded in the curriculum. It therefore follows that
policies, procedures, teaching and assessment practices should be interconnected. In
the UK, the call to examine consistency in academic integrity came from the
Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education who declared that variation in penalties
for plagiarism across the higher education sector was indefensible. This led to the
development of the project, ‘Academic Misconduct Benchmarking Research
(AMBeR)’ (Tennant, Rowell, & Duggan, 2007). In the Australian higher education
context, the need for consistency in academic integrity was highlighted by the AUQA
audit of one university which found inconsistent practice in the application of
academic honesty information and testing across the faculties as well as lost
opportunities to educate students about academic integrity, and potentially
inconsistent application of penalties (AUQA, 2010). Cognisant of the value of
consistency, this ALTC project seeks to uncover evidence of this congruence by,
amongst other things, analysing university policy in relation to academic integrity.
The project adopts the University of Tasmania statement on academic integrity:
Academic integrity is about mastering the art of scholarship. Scholarship
involves researching, understanding and building upon the work of others and
requires that you give credit where it is due and acknowledge the contributions
of others to your own intellectual efforts. At its core, academic integrity requires
honesty. This involves being responsible for ethical scholarship and for knowing
what academic dishonesty is and how to avoid it. (University of Tasmania,
2010)
Although students have different experiences of scholarly practice, these core
principles of academic integrity apply to all: undergraduate and postgraduate,
coursework and higher degree by research students. In addition, it is important to
acknowledge that academic integrity is “multi-dimensional and is enabled by all those
in the educational enterprise, from students to teachers, librarians, advisors, research
colleagues and administrators” (APFEI, 2010).
With the aim of establishing collaboratively devised resources and exemplars that
demonstrate an alignment of AI policy with practice, we draw on the work of East
(2009), who has provided “a checklist for an aligned approach to implementing
academic integrity”. East (2009) makes the compelling case that in order to inculcate
and foster academic integrity, universities need to align policy, teaching and learning
practices, AI decision-making and AI review processes. As Figure 1 illustrates, we
maintain that a culture of academic integrity is central to all aspects of policy and
practice. This diagram indicates how each of the four aspects identified by East
(2009) revolve around and contribute to the fostering of AI culture, and are in turn,
informed and transformed in a continuous cycle of reflexivity.
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Figure 1: Aligning policy and practice in a culture of academic integrity
(extending East, 2009).
This paper responds to the policy aspect in Figure 1 above and reports on the findings
from an analysis of Australian universities’ academic integrity policies.
Method
The academic integrity policies of 39 Australian universities were accessed online and
analysed during the period of December 2010 to March 2011. Locating the
appropriate policy at each of the universities was not a simple task as many
universities have multiple, related, overlapping but not always linked or updated
policies. The approach taken was to determine the main document related to
academic integrity policy and only consider additional documents if embedded links
were provided in the main policy document.
The project team members were each allocated a specified number of academic
integrity policies to code, with at least two coders responsible for every policy.
Preliminary coding was based on the literature, our own experience, as well as a
recent doctoral dissertation that examined the plagiarism policies of Australian
universities (Grigg, 2010).
A total of 20 preliminary categories were used in the first stage of the analysis. These
categories are listed below:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
5

Title of the policy.
Key terms.
Definition of academic integrity: Whether academic integrity or academic
honesty are defined in the policy.
Related embedded documents.
Purpose: Clear statement of the purpose of the policy.
Responsibility: Clear statement of responsibility for each stakeholder in the
policy.
Breach ID: Identification of what constitutes a breach of the policy.
Whether the policy uses the terms intent/intention/motivation/knowingly to
determine breach behaviour.
Tool used to detect plagiarism (e.g. manual process, detection software).
Levels: Classification of a breach according to levels/tiers/major or minor.
Approach: The spirit of the policy, whether to punish, educate, minimise risk, or
develop integrity.
Penalty: Outcomes of the policy breach are stated.
Mention of the term ‘collusion’ used in policy or assisting breach.
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14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

20.

Whether the policy applies to higher degree by research (HDR) students.
Whether the policy mentions retrospective application.
Reporting: Who notifies of a breach of policy?
Recording: Where is a breach of policy recorded?
Confidentiality: Whether the record of breaches is kept confidential and what is
the level of access.
Ease of access: Ability to find the policy on the university's website using the
search function and any of the following terms: academic integrity policy,
plagiarism policy, academic honesty policy.
Timing: When the policy was last reviewed or approved.

Based on the team’s discussion, following individual analysis, an additional two
categories were included in the coding during the second stage of analysis. These
categories are listed below:
21.
22.

Circumstances: Context, mitigating circumstances, factors to consider regarding
breach.
Enabling implementation: Procedures, resources, modules, training, seminars,
and professional development activities to facilitate staff and student awareness
and understanding of policy.

The second stage of analysis was conducted on 12 policies that were shortlisted as
potential exemplars from the initial 39 academic integrity policies. Each shortlisted
policy was rated on a five-point scale (1 being the highest and 5 being the lowest) and
the overall strengths and weaknesses of the policy were summarised by the reviewers.
The rating given to a policy was based on a number of considerations such as the
policy having an explicit purpose with introductory material that provided context for the
policy; a statement of scholarly values with an institutional commitment to academic
integrity; an appropriate level of detail in the section on breach identification including
definitions with examples; an outline of responsibilities for all stakeholders, e.g. the
university, staff, and students; and detailed procedures and penalties. The policy also
needed to be easy to read, well written, concise, with logical headings, and links to
resources.
Each exemplar policy was reviewed by two team members independently and the
ratings were compared and discussed as a team. The policies that received a rating of
1 by at least one reviewer and had converging reviews between the two reviewers and
the final review by the project team leader and project manager, were considered as
exemplar academic integrity policies. The ratings by the reviewers were within one
rating point for all the policies with one exception where the rating was apart by two
rating points.
Results and discussion
As a consequence of the second stage of analysis, six academic integrity policies were
identified as potential exemplars from the 12 shortlisted policies. The following
discussion of the elements of an academic integrity policy exemplar is drawn primarily
from these shortlisted six policies. As the project progresses, resources will be
developed based on these exemplar academic integrity policies. The five elements of
exemplary academic integrity policy are detailed below:
1.

6

Access: The policy is easy to locate, easy to read, well written, clear and
concise. The policy uses comprehensible language, logical headings, provides
links to relevant resources and the entire policy is downloadable as an easy to
print and read document. This element is given priority in this list, because no
matter how comprehensive or well developed a policy, if it is not accessible and
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understandable to both staff and students, it would be unlikely to be implemented
effectively.
2.

Approach: Academic integrity is viewed as an educative process and appears in
the introductory material to provide a context for the policy. There is a clear
statement of purpose and values with a genuine and coherent institutional
commitment to academic integrity through all aspects of the policy. This aspect
needs to be one that necessarily runs through all other elements of the policy. An
exemplary approach does not begin and end with an upfront statement of intent,
but influences both the language and the substance of the entire policy.

3.

Responsibility: The policy has a clear outline of responsibilities for all relevant
stakeholders, including university senior management, academic and
professional staff, and students. The approach identified by Bertram Gallant and
Kalichman (2011) is an example of how a systems approach could be embedded
in an exemplary policy. This incorporates responsibility for academic integrity at
the individual, organisation, education system and social levels.

4.

Detail: The policy provides a detailed description of a range of academic integrity
breaches and explains those breaches using easy to understand classifications
or levels of severity. Details of how breaches are identified (such as through the
use of text-matching software) are provided. Processes are detailed with a clear
list of objective outcomes, and the contextual factors relevant to academic
integrity breach decisions are outlined. Extensive but not excessive detail is
provided in relation to reporting, recording, confidentiality and the appeals
process. Exemplary policy incorporates simple flow charts to demonstrate how
the policy is enacted in practice.

5.

Support: Systems are in place to enable implementation of the academic
integrity policy including procedures, resources, modules, training, seminars, and
professional development activities to facilitate staff and student awareness and
understanding of policy. For example, proactive measures to educate students
about academic writing and referencing conventions as well as practical
strategies to prevent breaches of academic integrity. Enabling strategies enact
the policy. Without long-term, sustainable and practical support resources, a
policy will not be enacted, no matter how well it is articulated.

Figure 2 below depicts the five elements of academic integrity policy: Access,
Approach, Responsibility, Detail and Support. In keeping with our theoretical and
philosophical stance (based on the work of East, 2009), we maintain that an
overarching commitment to a culture of academic integrity lies at the heart of an
exemplar academic integrity policy because without this commitment the five elements
do not work coherently and consistently together.

Figure 2: Core elements of exemplar academic integrity policy.
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We have chosen ‘Solomon’s Seal Knot’ (also known as a Cinquefoil or Pentafoil knot) to
represent the elements of exemplar policy for three reasons: the first is that this knot
demonstrates that the five elements are all connected, as part of just one strand. The
elements do not exist as separate and discrete aspects, and nor is any one element
privileged over another. Second, one could imagine that if the knot was pulled together,
it would represent great strength – it would, in essence, become a culture of academic
integrity, just as the combined force of all the elements work together to strengthen the
effectiveness of policy on practices within an institution. The third reason for our choice
of this representation is the historical association of wisdom and prudent governance
with Solomon’s Seal (Moore, 1999). In presenting our vision for exemplar policy we are
advocating a stance that goes beyond traditional notions of knowledge. We maintain
that wisdom is needed to understand both the centrality of academic integrity to higher
education, and the importance of strong governance based on clear ethical principles.
The UK HEA (HEA, 2011a) has provided recommendations for good practice in
academic integrity policy which correspond to the five core elements identified in our
research. Six of the 12 recommendations directly correspond to what we have
categorised as ‘Detail’. The HEA’s recommendations are complemented by a separate
resource document, which provides support for enacting the policy. In combination,
these two documents provide a useful anchor to our own research and for the
resources which will eventually be developed as part of this ALTC project.
Table 1 below compares the focus of the recommendations by the HEA (2011a) for
academic integrity policy, with the core elements of academic integrity policy identified
by our research.
Table 1:
Comparison of core elements of academic integrity policy with HEA recommendations
Core elements of
academic integrity
policy identified in our
research

Focus of Higher Education Academy
recommendations for academic integrity policy

 Establish a central web area on the institutional website.
 Establish cross-institutional group or committee.
 Include statements about the importance of academic scholarship

Access
Approach

and honesty in policy and related guidance for unacceptable
academic practice, where the principles and values for academic
integrity and academic practice are considered.
Responsibility

 Establish cross-institutional group or committee.
 Make explicit the responsibilities of the institution, staff and students.

Detail

 Make explicit the strategies used to identify possible instances of
unacceptable academic practice.

 Develop documentation for policy and procedures that are well
structured, and easy to understand, use and follow.

 Carefully consider terminology, definitions and associated examples.
 Provide clear and detailed procedures for reporting and managing
cases of unacceptable academic practice.

 Establish a set of available penalties with associated guidance so
that staff can determine appropriate penalties that are fair and
proportionate.
 Establish a centralised system to record and monitor cases of
unacceptable academic practice.
Support

 Ensure a variety of strategies and mechanisms to inform and
educate students.

 Develop strategies for staff engagement and development.
8
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Access
Consistent with our own analysis, the HEA makes the case for easily accessed
information as a high priority (in the top 3 out of 12). Access might appear to be a
mere technicality but it is crucial to make effective the other elements, and so needs
to be valued as much as the others. Without simple and easy access for all
stakeholders, any policy may as well not exist. Our research showed that 6 of the 39
universities (15%) had policies which were difficult to locate, in terms of easily finding
the relevant information. Our research did not include a more nuanced analysis of
Access as we have defined it here.
Approach
Our analysis indicated that Approach was crucial to all other elements of the policy in
that it influenced and directed both the language and the substance of the entire
policy. Some universities attempted to preface their policies with an upfront statement
of purpose, but in then providing extensive detail about ‘penalties’ and ‘misconduct’,
lost the original vision. As we have reported elsewhere, 28% of policies had
approaches which we analysed as having a mix of both educative and punitive
elements which may have ramifications for the way that academic integrity is
perceived by students and staff (Bretag et al., 2011). While we agree with the HEA’s
recommendation for ‘statements about the importance of academic scholarship and
honesty’, we maintain that simple statements are not enough. An exemplar policy
needs to provide an upfront, consistent message reiterated throughout the entire
policy which indicates a systemic and sustained commitment to the values of
academic integrity and the practices that ensure it.
Responsibility
Our research indicates that multiple stakeholder Responsibility is a core element of
exemplar policy. In line with Bertram Gallant and Kalichman (2011), we consider that
this responsibility extends beyond the institution and into the educational system and
social spheres. An exemplar policy will remind all stakeholders that integrity is not
confined to the academy, but in fact has ramifications for personal and professional
practice. Those outside the university (e.g. parents, friends, colleagues, employers)
also have a role to play. Our research demonstrated that 8 of the 39 universities
(21%) placed all of the responsibility for academic integrity in the hands of students
(Bretag et al., 2011). Only one university specifically stated that ‘everyone’ is
responsible.
Detail
Half of the UK HEA (HEA, 2011a) recommendations correspond to the core element
we have identified as Detail. While we agree that extensive but not excessive detail is
vital to an academic integrity exemplar policy, our analysis has not given this the
same weighting. During the coding process, it was apparent that many Australian
universities had substituted detail for comprehensible and coherent educational
content centred on a commitment to academic integrity for all stakeholders. It seemed
that many universities had invested effort in developing a student-targeted, detailed
policy which provided information about what would happen if a student breached the
policy, but without a central, clearly articulated vision which explained why this detail
was necessary. We agree that detail is very important, but as just one element of five
equally important aspects, rather than the key ingredient.
One point worth noting is the lack of discussion about issues of confidentiality in the
HEA’s recommendation relating to record keeping of academic integrity breaches.
Our research has shown that 22 (or 56%) of the 39 Australian universities did not
refer to confidentiality in their policies. Only 15 (38%) explicitly stated that records
would be kept confidential. This is an important issue as anecdotal evidence suggests
that both staff and students are apprehensive that any reporting of an AI breach will
be ‘held against’ the student by future lecturers or administrators. Staff may be
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reluctant to report a possible breach, and students may feel justifiably anxious if they
cannot be assured that AI investigations are confidential.
Support
Support is crucial for the enactment of exemplar policy. In keeping with our systems
approach, we have not delineated the support offered to staff from that provided to
students, although of course we do recognise that these distinct stakeholder groups
require specific and targeted support, unique to each group. In fact, our approach
goes one step further than the simple recommendation of the HEA to “ensure that
policy and procedures are consistently followed” (2011a, p. 12). In our opinion, the
types of professional development activities likely to engage staff go well beyond
adherence to policy, and in addition, encourage staff to reflect on fundamental issues
relating to academic values, ethical scholarship and their own research practices. This
project, however, maintains the view that support needs to be embedded in the policy
and be central to it rather than separate. Whereas the HEA created two discrete
resources, Policy Works (HEA, 2011a) and Supporting Academic Integrity (HEA,
2011b), the key aim and challenge of this project will be to develop exemplars that
demonstrate a strong alignment between policy and practice.
Conclusion
In this paper we have identified five core elements of exemplary academic integrity
policy, based on preliminary analysis of the publicly available online academic
integrity policies at each of the 39 Australian universities. These have been
categorised as Access, Approach, Responsibility, Detail and Support, and
diagrammatically represented as a five stranded ‘seal knot’ to emphasise the
interrelated and non-hierarchical nature of the elements. We have also juxtaposed
the identified elements with best practice guidelines recommended by the HEA in the
UK to determine any gaps or potential areas for development. In company with the
HEA, the intention of this project is not to provide a standardised model for
approaches to academic integrity. Rather we hope to develop a more sophisticated
approach that goes beyond a policy-level mechanism presuming to cut across the
sector, at intra- and inter-university levels, and across courses and disciplines. With
Sutherland-Smith (2010), and other leaders in the field of academic integrity
(Macdonald & Carroll, 2006; Bertram Gallant, 2011), our research points to the need
for far-reaching reform in higher education – one that works from both the ground up
and the top down to instigate ethical scholarship and practice at all levels.
We are confident that the opportunity provided by examination and discussion of
policy and practice across the sector will lead to individual institutional reflection of
how their academic integrity policies might be enhanced and better implemented. The
core elements of exemplar academic integrity policy identified in this paper aim to
begin a dialogue which will encourage a more nuanced and effective understanding of
academic integrity in the Australian higher education context.
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