Appleton Area School District combats technology that makes it easier for students to cheat
By Rachel Rausch • October 19, 2010 
APPLETON — Students are surrounded by technology every day, embracing it by using the Internet and specialized computer programs while carrying cell phones, iPods and other devices.
School districts are following suit, incorporating technology to better prepare students for the skills they need to succeed in a 21st century world.
Additional information
These links will open in a new window:
♦ Appleton Area School District Integrity Procedures
♦ Appleton Area School District policy on student use of electronic devices

But has the prevalence of digital devices made it easier for students to cheat on tests and assignments?
Appleton school officials say that while cheating isn't more prevalent, it is different than in the past. Students are finding new ways to use technology to cheat and teachers are finding new ways to prevent it.
"As far as cheating goes, it's beyond the days of just copying off someone's paper," said Ron Schreier, associate principal at Appleton West High School. "It's so much bigger and broader."
In the classroom
Brian Bartel, a chemistry teacher at Appleton West, said he most often sees cheating on laboratory reports.
The students collect data as a team during experiments and then are expected to each write their own report. On occasion, he finds the reports they turn in aren't really their own.
"Sometimes we'll find suspiciously similar lab reports within the same class or the same year," Bartel said.
In other cases, a student will use a cell phone to text information about a test to a student who will be taking the test later in the day, or even snap a photo of the test to share with their peers.
To avoid that scenario, Bartel creates slightly different versions of tests and quizzes for different classes.
"After you give a quiz in the morning, the word gets out and spreads like wildfire, so you have to make it different for the kids in the afternoon class," he said.
He also avoids multiple-choice questions and creates tests that are problem-based.
"I try to de-emphasize the value of the 'right' answer," he said. "Chemistry is a little different because it's all about the process.
"They could get the final answer wrong because of a mistake early in their calculations and still do the rest of the problem correctly. They should get credit for that."
Still, Bartel says nothing is truly foolproof. To deter students from cheating, he has open discussions with them and emphasizes the importance of scientific integrity and how cheating can affect them in the future.
"If a scientist is caught falsifying data, they could lose their job or even hurt someone," he said. "As you get older, the ramifications of cheating can be much worse.
"High school is the time you should make mistakes. Where else is there a safer place to make mistakes but high school?"
Working the Web
Bernie Edmonds, a communication arts teacher at Appleton North High School, requires his students to focus on the writing process.
They are graded in a step-by-step fashion that involves turning in outlines, multiple drafts and revisions. It's one way to keep students from simply downloading essays and papers from a website.
"Typically if someone can't show their work, that's usually a red flag," Edmonds said.
However, students usually won't download a complete paper, but rather take "bits and pieces" from a variety of sites, he said.
When students do plagiarize from websites, online essays and others' writings, it's not always intentional.
"Half the time it's just poor citation of sources," Edmonds said. "If they'd cite their information, it wouldn't be an issue."
Cell phone use
The Appleton Area School District has reversed its strict ban on two-way communication devices and allows limited cell phone use in schools "for safety, medical, vocational or other legitimate uses."
At the high schools, students can use their phones at designated times, such as lunch. Teachers determine the policy for cell phone use in their individual classrooms.
The policy appears to be working, according to the high school principals.
Appleton North Principal Dave Mueller said there have only been 18 phones confiscated so far this year because of inappropriate use, compared with 40 that were confiscated at this time last year.
At Appleton West, students figured out a way to cheat the system, according to Schreier. Students started turning in "dummy" cell phones at the office instead of the unauthorized phone they were caught using during school hours.
"At the end of the school year, we had a large number of phones that weren't claimed because they were dummies," he said. "Without the new policy, we'd have a whole bucket of them out there, but this year it's been a nonissue.
"We know they've got them, so it's just teaching them to be responsible with them."
Bartel agrees and welcomes cell phones in his chemistry classroom.
"I want it to be more productive than distracting," he said.
He allows students to use their phones to assist with their homework, such as using the phone's timer for experiments, launch the Web browser to access information such as the periodic table, take photos of an experiment to include in a report or use calculator functions to figure out a problem.
All he asks is that student's put their phones on their desks in plain sight.
And, of course, during quizzes and tests.
Prevention tactics
Students might use cell phones to cheat or engage in plagiarism, but they also still resort to old-fashioned methods.
Mueller said students will write answers on their hands and arms.
Teachers and administrators say the most effective way to prevent cheating boils down to supervision, vigilance and familiarity with students.
"You gotta know your kids and what they're capable of," Mueller said. "If they turn something in that you know they aren't capable of, that's a sign that something's not right."
Ben Vogel, principal at Appleton East High School, says teachers are focusing on ways to promote a deeper level of learning, so students are able to "show what they know."
"If you can Google something in two seconds, do they really need to memorize it?" he asked. "We have to find different ways to present the material in a meaningful way and not put students in a position that they feel they need to cheat."
Even though it may be tempting for a student to download a paper or essay and pass it off as his or her own, teachers can use a number of free websites and software programs that search for plagiarized content, Vogel said.
"Essentially, (technology) can be used both ways," Vogel said. "For every person who's figured out a way to cheat, someone's figured out how to catch them."
Right from wrong
The consequences for cheating can range from mild to severe, and the incidents are dealt with on a case-by-case basis, Appleton high school principals say.
Cheating typically merits a failing grade, parent contact and, in the case of repeated incidents, other disciplinary actions like removal from class, suspension or expulsion.
Ultimately, the best way to confront cheating, according to Schreier, is to combat the behavior before it even starts.
Appleton West has implemented Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports, a system that emphasizes integrity and responsibility and rewards students for good behavior.
"We have to do what we can to create conscionable students," Schreier said. "We have to teach and reteach responsible behavior and integrity and reward it all the way through.
"That addresses everything. It goes beyond cheating and carries into other behaviors like bullying and tardiness. If we can emphasize ethical standards, all of it will take care of itself."
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