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Honor Codes Work Where Honesty Has Already Taken Root
By Jennifer Dirmeyer and Alexander C. Cartwright
The possibility that 125 Harvard students
“improperly collaborated” on an exam in the
spring has galvanized a continuing discussion
about the use of honor codes.
While Harvard administrators hope that
an honor code can improve the academic
integrity of the college, critics—especially
Harvard students—are skeptical that signing
a piece of paper will suddenly cause a cheater
to change his ways.
They’re right. Not all colleges have what
it takes to make an honor code effective—
not because the students aren’t honest, but
because they don’t expect anyone else to
be. And with honor codes, expectations
determine reality.
According to research by Donald L.
McCabe, a professor of management at
Rutgers University who specializes in student
integrity, students at colleges with honor
codes—typically student-enforced—cheat
less than their counterparts elsewhere do.
Our experience at Hampden-Sydney College
would seem to support this conclusion: we
find little evidence of cheating, even when
professors work in their offices during exams.
Indeed, you have not seen an honor code at
work until you have seen a show of hands for
those who did not do the reading for today’s
class turn out to be completely accurate.
Our honor code is strictly enforced,
and the enforcement is handled by an allstudent court. Students convicted of lying or
cheating can expect to receive punishments
ranging from suspension to expulsion.
However, honor codes don’t always work.
Mr. McCabe says that their success depends
on a “culture of academic integrity” that
leads students to take enforcement of the
rules seriously. But economic theory suggests
that it’s more a matter of expectations. When
it works, the culture makes for a successful
honor code as much as the honor code makes
for a successful culture.
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