Academic integrity vs relationship integrity, the dilemma of pastoral care
Introduction. Academic integrity is currently a focus of TEQSA, and of teaching and learning scholars. Recognising this, a committee at a small private Australian university was established to review academic integrity policies and practices. It found in discussion with some academics that, in common with other institutions worldwide, academics tended not to record low-level breaches of academic integrity by students, potentially compromising the ability of the institution to manage risk in this area. The committee wanted to discover the reasons underpinning such practice in order to put in place more effective, evidence-based procedures.
Aims. To discover the attitudes and behaviours of academics towards student academic integrity; particularly in promoting academic integrity, and how low-level breaches are dealt with and why.
Methods. Semi-structured interviews were held with academics at all levels of seniority (including sessionals) across a diversity of disciplines (n=18). These interviews were transcribed and thematically analysed to reveal common themes in attitudes and behaviours.
Results. Academics had a good understanding of how to promote academic integrity. However, they dealt with low level breaches from an entirely pastoral care approach without registering and reporting breaches (both components of the institution’s policy for dealing with breaches). The single biggest influence for this reported approach was that they felt that reporting a breach compromised their relationship of trust with students, particularly if the academic had judged that the breach was a genuine error.
Discussion. This study informs the approach needed in further strengthening the management of academic integrity at our institution. That is, the responsibility for reporting and registering low level breaches needs to be removed from academics, reducing their feelings of conflict as they continue to meet an important quality learning and teaching principle of the institution – that of pastoral care.
