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Abstract: 

Academic honesty is a critical aspect of an education system as it ensures learners have 

the necessary knowledge, skills, and competencies. However, there have been reported 

incidences where learners have engaged in unethical practices. This study sought to 

establish whether moral compass is related to the enactment of ethical practices in 

academics among 396 systematic sample of secondary school students aged between 16 

to 21 years. Data was analyzed using descriptive and correlational approaches. The 

results showed that the majority of the respondents had a high moral compass. Also, very 

few (12%) had never engaged in unethical practices in academics. In addition, moral 

compass was inverse and significantly related to involvement in unethical behaviours in 

academics. It was recommended that further studies should be conducted on why there 

is incongruence between student’s beliefs and values and ethical practices in academics. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Unethical practices in academics are one of the reasons causing the nation’s workforce to 

have inadequate knowledge and skills. Students who may have committed unethical 

practices may have excelled in their academics; however, the achievement of learning 

may not have been achieved. Ahmed (2018) lamented that nowadays it is not shocking 

to find a student who has graduated and is unable to invent a simple concept. He claimed 

that this situation could be due to the quality of academic outcomes attributed to 

engagement in unethical practices in academics. Unethical practices refer to actions that 

go against the laid-down rules of academic integrity (Yu, et al. 2018). For instance, when 

a teacher instructs students to do an assignment, some copy from other students who 

have done it and present the assignment as their original work. According to Feday 

(2017), unethical practices refer to helping other students in an academic endevour or 

getting recognition for someone else’s work. Wamalwa et al. (2020) classified unethical 

practices as acts of using written notes on pieces of paper or student palms in an 

examination. Therefore, the present study adopted the definition of unethical practices 

in academics as violating academic rules by giving or receiving assistance in an academic 

task. 

 Unethical practices in academics is an endemic problem that is common in many 

educational institutions worldwide (Feday, 2017; Mugala et al. 2022). According to 

Anitha and Sundaram (2021) in a survey of 106 college students in India, 93.4% of the 

respondents indicated that they had engaged in unethical practices. Ives (2020) reported 

that 82.9% of his sample of 1172 university students in Romania claimed that they had 

engaged in unethical practices in academics. In a study by Mugala et al. (2022) on forms 

of academic corruption among 400 university students in Zambia, it was reported that 

25.3 % of the respondents engaged in plagiarism while 4.1 % colluded. In a study done 

by Ahmed (2018), 33.3% of his respondents had engaged in examination malpractices. 

Wamalwa et al. (2020) found out that 71.6% of 202 respondents in a nursing school in 

Western Kenya engaged in cheating. Thus, from the foregoing, cheating is a phenomenon 

that is rampant all over the world.  

 Wamalwa et al. (2020) reported that one of the reasons why students enacted 

unethical practices in academics was few examination officials who would have ensured 

that examination rules and regulations were followed. However, even if examination 

rules are adhered to because of the dire repercussions of being found cheating, Yahya 

and Sukmayadi (2020) pointed out that the harsh consequences often lead to a temporary 

adherence to examination rules and regulations. Despite their recommendations, cases of 

unethical practices continue to be reported. This therefore means other reasons why 

students engage in the vice need to be established. 

 A key determinant of ethical practices in academics is the moral compass. Clarken 

(2010) asserted that morality is a critical aspect of an education system. Moral compass 

refers to values and principles that an individual holds which directs one on what is 

wrong or right (Moore and Gino, 2013). Clarken (2010) stated that an individual is 
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considered to be directed by a moral compass if he/she displays: compassion; forgiveness; 

integrity; and responsibility. This study envisioned that a deviation from the moral 

compass makes students become unreliable and irresponsible hence engaging in 

unethical practices in academics. Also, there seems to be an inverse relationship between 

what students believe is right and their actual behavior in class (Hendricks et al., 2011). 

The question therefore that arises is: “could students be engaging in academic cheating 

knowing that it is not acceptable?” The present study therefore sought to establish whether 

knowledge regarding dimensions of morality is related to ethical practices in academics.  

 

2. Moral Compass and Academic Cheating 

 

In a descriptive study by Olusola and Samson (2015) on moral intellect as a remedy to 

examination transgressions among 230 high school students in Nigeria with a mean age 

of 15.62 years, breaking of academic rules and moral intelligence were oppositely related. 

This implies that individuals who are able to stick to their principles and values are 

unlikely to engage in academic deception. Olusola and Samson selected their 

respondents from three schools. This potentially had an effect on the extent to which their 

results were generalized.  

 In a literature review done by Wolhuter and Van der Walt (2020) on the views of 

parents and society concerning student indiscipline in South Africa reported that a deficit 

in moral principles significantly contributed to the rise in cases of adolescent indiscipline. 

Another qualitative study by Segalo and Rambuda (2018) using a convenient sample of 

eight teachers in South Africa found that a deficiency in morals and values was a reason 

for student indiscipline. Catacutan (2019) did a survey on attitudes that university 

students have toward academic policy violations in Kenya. Five hundred and fifty-four 

respondents were recruited from a population of business students in a private 

institution of learning. It was reported that those who had studied ethics disapproved of 

cheating as opposed to those who hadn’t.  

 Stephens (2017) in the literature review on how to cheat and not feel guilty 

reported that students cheat without feeling guilty due to moral disengagement. He 

reported that students do not accept liability for their cheating acts by attributing it to 

external factors. Since Stephen’s study relied on secondary data which may not be up to 

date, the present study used primary data. 

 A study done by Kam et al. (2018) among 386 (grade six to seven) secondary school 

students in China, it was reported that moral obligation projected the motive of engaging 

in unethical practices in academics but not the actual act. Yang et al. (2020) undertook 

two studies on self-compassion, unethical behavior, and moral disengagement among 

222 and 3236 college and middle school students in China. It was argued that self-

compassion predicted a decrease in unethical acts. Also, moral disengagement is 

positively associated with ethics violations. Further, in a series of experiments among 

university students in Sweden, Pulfrey et al. (2018) reported that sticking to group values 

was related to collective cheating and not individual cheating. This implies then that 
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individuals may engage in academic cheating when the group he/she is in is engaging in 

unethical practices.  

 In light of the foregoing, there is no clear-cut agreement as to whether individual 

values actually predict engagement in ethical practices in academics. That is, while some 

studies have reported that principles and values held relate to academic cheating, others 

have held that students enact unethical practices in academics despite the knowledge that 

it is wrong. Therefore, the present study sought to find clarity on whether being moral 

translated to ethical practices in academics using a sample of secondary school students 

in Baringo County, Kenya. In addition, the results of the study may contribute to the 

advancement of knowledge regarding moral compass and ethical practices in Kenya’s 

education system. 

 

3. Research Question 

 

Is moral compass related to the enactment of ethical practices in academics? 

 

4. Methodology 

 

The study was done using a sample of form four secondary school students in Baringo 

County, Kenya. The total number of participants was 396 (aged 16 to 21 years) out of 

which 203 (52%) were female and 193(489%) were males. The sample was selected 

systematically from a pool of 1665 students from a stratified sample of 10 public boarding 

secondary schools. A self-reported Lennick and Kiel (2005) moral competence inventory 

was adapted and used to collect data regarding moral compass. The final instrument had 

30 items measuring the four dimensions of the moral compass namely: Integrity; 

Compassion; Forgiveness; and Responsibility. Scoring involved summing up the scores 

of each respondent. The highest possible raw score was 150 while the least was 30. Also, 

to obtain the score in each of the four dimensions of the moral compass envisaged by 

Lenick and Kiel (2005), the scores of items in each dimension were summed up. The 

instrument was considered appropriate because it has been used in several studies. For 

instance, Wankel et al. (2011) used the scale in their study and reported a reliability 

Cronbach alpha of .99 suggesting that the MCI is dependable.  

 Data for unethical practices in academics was collected using an adapted version 

of Midgley et al.’s (2000) five-point Likert Patterns of Adaptive Learning scale. Two items 

were added to the three statements in the original scale. The items required respondents 

to state the frequency of engagement in several types of examination misconduct. The 

scale was suitable as it has been used by other researchers like Midgley and Anderman 

(2004) who returned reliability Cronbach alpha values that ranged from .80 and .89 

connoting that the scale is trustworthy. 
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5. Results 

 

5.1 Descriptive Statistics for Moral Compass 

Moral compass five-point Likert-type scale with responses ranging from ‘never’ = 1 to ‘in 

all situations’ = 5 was given to respondents. Some items were reversely coded meaning 

that ‘never’ = 5, ‘rarely’ = 4, ‘sometimes’ = 3, ‘in most situations’ = 2, and ‘in all situations’ 

= 1. A higher score (91 to 150) meant a high moral compass.  

 The frequency scores are displayed in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Frequency Counts for Moral Compass (N = 396) 

 
 

 Figure 1 shows that majority of the respondents had high moral compass. This 

suggests that the respondents are able to live according to set out principles and values. 

Put differently, respondents could be able to identify that engaging in academic 

dishonesty is not right. Furthermore, the moral compass scale was collapsed into four 

moral compass subscales as theorized by Lennick and Kiel (2005). 

 The mean and standard deviation for each level of moral compass subscale were 

also calculated and the results are presented in Table 1. 

 
Table 1: Descriptive Data for Moral Compass (N = 396) 

Levels of moral compass Mean Standard deviation Skewness Kurtosis 

Compassion  14.22  2.76  -0.24  -0.36  
Forgiveness 28.91 4.22 -0.23 -0.01 

Integrity  33.54 4.11 -0.30 0.38 

Responsibility 32.64 4.10 -0.19 0.44 

 

From data in Table 2 respondents rated their moral compass dimensions as medium to 

high. Compassion had a mean of 14.22 (SD = 2.76) out of a maximum of 20 while 

forgiveness had a mean of 28.91 (SD = 4.22) out of a maximum of 40. Also, integrity had 
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a mean of 33.54 (SD= 4.11) while responsibility had a mean of 32.64 (SD =4.10) out of 45. 

The values of skewness were negative indicating that the scores were above the mean. In 

addition, the values of skewness were between the acceptable range of -3 and +3, 

suggesting a normal distribution (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 

 Figure 2 relays frequency counts that respondents carried out acts that violated 

academic rules. It discloses that 12% of the participants had never carried out any form 

of academic dishonesty while 59.6% rarely engaged in unethical acts. On top of that, only 

1.5% of the participants engaged very often in unethical practices in academics. 

 
Figure 2: Number of Times Participants Engaged in Academic Dishonesty (N = 396) 

 
 

 Cumulatively, Figure 2 showed that very few (12%) have never engaged in 

academic cheating at some point. The outcome indicates that most students committed 

an academic transgression at some point in their academic life. Similar findings were 

arrived at by Jurdi et al. (2011) where over half of their respondents engaged in unethical 

practices in academics. The result is slightly lower than the findings of Galloway (2012) 

in which 93% of their respondents had engaged in unethical practices in academics at 

least once. However, they are higher than what Ahmed and Sheikh (2016) found as 55.1% 

of their respondents carried out acts of unethical practices in academics single or multiple 

times. 

 In order to test the study objective, respondents’ scores in moral compass and 

unethical practices in academics were subjected to bivariate correlation analysis and 

results are shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Relationship between Moral Compass and Unethical Practices in Academics (N = 396) 

Moral compass sub scale  r Sig 

Compassion  .00  .999  
Forgiveness -.17** .001 

Integrity  -.26** .000 

Responsibility -.13* .011 

**. Correlation significant at p = 0.01 (2-tailed) 

 *. Correlation significant at p = 0.05(2-tailed) 

 

In data coming from Table 2, compassion had no link with unethical practices in 

academics (r (394) = 0.000, p > .05). This implies that being compassionate or not does not 

determine whether one engages (or not) in academic cheating. However, the 

relationships between: forgiveness and academic cheating (r (394) = -.17, p <.01); integrity 

and academic dishonesty (r (394) = -.26, p < .01); as well as responsibility and academic 

dishonesty (r (394) = -.13, p <.05) were inversely and statistically significant. The negative 

values of r imply that as integrity, forgiveness, and responsibility increase engagement 

in academic cheating decreases. Prompted by these results, the combined relationship 

between all the elements of the moral compass on academic dishonesty was tested by 

performing standard multiple regression analysis. This was done after testing for 

assumptions of the test. For example, the tolerance values in Table 3 are far from zero. In 

addition, Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is not more than three. Thus, the assumption of 

multicollinearity was not violated (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).  

 The results from standard multiple regression are as summarized in Table 3. 

 
Table 3: Results of Regression for Dimensions of Moral Compass (N = 396) 

Model β SE Std. β t Sig. Tol VIF 

Constant   12.70 1.73   7.33  .000    

Compassion .13 .07 .105 1.99 .047 84 1.19 

Forgiveness -.09 .05 -.112 -1.97 .050 .73 1.37 

Integrity -.17 .04 -.232 -4.45 .000 .86 1.16 

Responsibility -.04 .05 -.048 -.869 .385 .78 1.28 

Note: R = .291; R2 = .085; F (4,391) = 9.049, p < 0.05; β= beta; SE = standard error; Std. β = standard beta;  

Tol = tolerance; VIF = variance inflation factor 

 

The results in Table 3 showed that all domains of the moral compass altogether 

significantly predicted academic dishonesty F (4,391) = 9.049, p <.05. The results imply 

that the moral compass was related to unethical practices in academics. The table also 

revealed that integrity was a bigger contributor to unethical practices in academics (Std. 

β = -.23) followed by forgiveness (Std. β = -.11). Responsibility marginally determined 

unethical practices in academics (Std. β = -.047). Finally, the domains of moral compass 

collectively explained 8.5% of the variance in academic dishonesty (R = .29, R2 = .085). 
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6. Discussion of the Results 

 

The objective of the study was to establish the link between moral compass and unethical 

practices in academics. The descriptive data from the moral compass scale showed that 

respondents’ state of moral compass was above average. Also, the patterns of the 

adaptive learning scale revealed that the majority of the respondents engage in unethical 

practices in academics. The foregoing therefore implies that despite students claiming 

that they have a high level of ethicality, the majority of them have at some point engaged 

in unethical practices in academics. This scenario could be explained in terms of 

Festinger's (1957) cognitive dissonance theory which explains the reasons why people 

behave contrary to their beliefs and values. Cognitive dissonance theory asserts that 

learners could explain their engagement in unethical practices in academics using 

neutralizing techniques. In support, Dahl, and Waltzer (2018) pointed out that people go 

against principles and values by disconnecting and switching off the principle that is 

being violated. This therefore suggests that respondents could be selectively suspending 

their moral values and engaging in academic cheating without experiencing negative 

emotions.  

 The results also compare well with what was reported by Yang et al. (2020) about 

unethical behaviors and moral disengagement. A positive link was established between 

participating in unethical behaviours and moral dissonance. In support, Sidi et al. (2019) 

contended that students look for ways of achieving good grades through dishonesty 

means while fully aware that it is wrong. This may be reflective of the moral relativism 

of the present society where dishonesty has been accepted as a way of life or culture 

(Galloway, 2012).  

 The results partly agree with the findings of Kam et al. (2018) who claimed that 

moral obligation predicts the intention to commit unethical acts and not the actual 

cheating behavior. Similarly, Pulfrey et al. (2018) in a study on why good students cheat 

argued that students engage in collective cheating as a way of conforming to values held 

by groups. That is, group values and not personal ones determined academic policy 

transgressions. 

 Despite the incongruence between respondents’ state of moral compass and their 

actual behavior, the results from bivariate and multiple regression analysis revealed that 

moral compass determined one’s involvement in academic cheating. This concurs with 

the findings of previous studies. For instance, Koscielnak and Bojanowska (2019) and 

Septiana et al. (2020) found out that examination cheating behavior among students is 

dependent on their ability to hold onto their values and principles. The results further 

compare favourably with the findings of Olusola and Samson (2015) who reported that 

moral competence related negatively to academic policy violations. 

 Also, a literature review done by Wolhuter and Van der Walt (2020) on the views 

of parents and society concerning student indiscipline in South Africa reported that a 

deficit in moral principles significantly contributed to the rise in cases of adolescent 

indiscipline. Furthermore, another qualitative study by Segalo and Rambuda (2018) 
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using a convenient sample of eight teachers in South Africa found that a deficiency in 

morals and values was a reason for student indiscipline. Catacutan (2019) did a survey 

on attitudes that university students have toward academic policy violations in Kenya. It 

was reported that those who had studied ethics disapproved of cheating as opposed to 

those who hadn’t.  

 In brief, the results, supported by past research submit that the moral compass 

plays a critical role in the enactment of unethical behaviours in academics. Accordingly, 

it is imperative for stakeholders to come up with organized values and principles that all 

students should hold as this may direct their moral compasses. In addition, ways of 

implementing these values by stakeholders in education need to be included in the 

curriculum. Also, the beliefs and actions of respondents were incongruent suggesting the 

need for further studies which may help establish the reasons for these incongruences. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

Since there were a high number of respondents who confessed to taking part in unethical 

practices in academics despite their moral compass scores being high, it was concluded 

that there was incongruence in the beliefs of students as regards what is ethical and 

unethical and their actual behavior. In other words, students engage in academic cheating 

despite their beliefs that it is wrong. This suggests that having a moral compass does not 

necessarily lead to one behaving ethically in academics. Also, the results, supported by 

past research submit that moral compass is a significant determinant of academic 

cheating. Therefore, a conclusion was reached that a moral compass reduces the chances 

of a learner engaging in academic cheating. Specifically, living according to one’s 

principles, acting responsibly, and with integrity reduces the probability of participating 

in academic cheating.  
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