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The use of unethical measures among students is 
widespread, even though it has always been looked 
down upon. In recent years, however, reports of massive 
question leaks in public exams, of brazen plagiarism and 
cheating in all levels of academia have not been hard to 
come by. It begs the question of whether the scope of 
this problem is simply confined to classrooms, or if it has 
roots that are actually systemic.

This week, we tried to explore these curiosities. A small 
scale survey was conducted online, the focus of which was 
to understand the underlying reasons behind the use of un-
ethical measures in academic activities. For instance, 68.8 
percent of students surveyed attributed “Desperation for 
better grades” as something that drives them to cheat. We 
spoke to some students to understand where this despera-
tion comes from, and what it makes them do. 

“I have experienced severe anxiety from being under the 
constant pressure of having to receive good grades. Whether 
it is the overall academic pressure or the one being exerted 
by my family, I had a tough time coping with it,” said 
Fareeha Zaman*, a grade 12 student at a reputed English 
medium school in Dhaka.

She continued, “I was expected to constantly seek the 
highest grades, which led me to forget the importance of 
the content being taught and made me take the shortcuts 
required to achieve what was expected of me.”

An interesting find according to the survey was that 
more students use unethical measures in exams (86.8 per-
cent) than they do for an assignment (70.3 percent), which 
leads us to an important realisation. 

Assignments, with ample time and opportunity to 
make as many revisions as possible, provide students 
with the opportunity to truly explore the subject matter 
and learn. Whereas exams, with their high stakes and the 
way they are conducted, often tend to take the learning 
out of the equation.

This makes us question the high stakes nature of 
exams, where way too much depends on the brain’s 
performance during a short period of time, regardless of 
external factors. In the survey, 82 percent of respondents 
said they wouldn’t use unethical measures if the educa-
tion system was modified in a way that put less impor-
tance on grades. Which means students do not want to 
cheat, but feel compelled to do so.

We spoke to Foysal Aziz, lecturer at the Department of 
Mathematics in Notre Dame College, Dhaka, about the 
huge importance that is put on grades and whether it really 
needs to be that way. According to him, the problems are 
deep-seated, and the solutions need to match that, “If we 
look at our society, every family wants their children to 
succeed, the definition of which is often limited to just a 
couple of professions. In a broader sense, the target most 
students want to achieve through education is not enlight-
enment, but to establish themselves in society. This leads 
to too many students targeting the same goals, and in the 
end, teachers are left with no option other than relying 
on grades to evaluate this huge number of students with 
similar goals. This problem is systemic, and there needs to 
be an overhaul.” 

Galib Rahman*, a class 10 student at a renowned 
Bangla medium school in Mohammadpur, Dhaka, shared 
thoughts that add to this argument. “One reason I feel 
compelled to better my results in exams through cheating is 
that even if I stay honest, someone else who’s less deserving 
might get ahead because they don’t care about honesty,” 
he said. From his perspective, using unethical means is 
the norm, and not adopting it puts him at a disadvantage 
compared to other students. 

What further exacerbates this problem is unnecessary 
competitiveness in education, which was apparent in what 
Galib had to say. While many schools have moved away 
from the practice, ranking students according to their per-
formance in exams does breed a toxic culture. 

A recurring theme was noticed from the open answers 
section on our survey – students often find certain subjects, 
and the exams on those subjects to be irrelevant or unnec-
essary to their ultimate goals. This speaks the story of a dis-
connect, because we know university courses are carefully 
set, and whether or not a subject will be taught in school 
is the result of a curriculum set according to overarching 
education policies. 

“There is clearly something lacking from the teachers 
here,” said Foysal Aziz, when asked about this discon-

nect. “Similar to students, the reasons behind many 
teachers coming into the profession are not what you’d 
ideally want them to be. As a result, they fail to inspire 
students, to really sell them on why they need to study 
what they’re being taught.”

Arpan Ghosh* studies Software Engineering at Shahjalal 
University of Science and Technology, a major he’s pas-
sionate about. He gave an account of his experience with 
cheating that supports this notion, “When I was in school, 
cheating was normal for me. Now that I’m studying some-
thing I like, however, when I know learning something will 
be helpful, and cheating would make me learn less, I am 
less inclined to cheat.”

According to our survey, the second most popular 
answer when asked for reasons behind cheating was 
“Difficulty in rote memorisation”. Exams in our country 
largely depend on a student’s capability to remember 
facts and figures that basically leads to students depend-
ing on cram sessions and rote memorisation of content 
the night before the exam. These methods not only cause 
students to forget most of the content in the long run, 
but the students also never truly get to explore the subject 
matter on a deeper level.

Furthermore, this way of learning gives students with 
good memory and memorisation skills an unfair edge to 
perform better than students who have difficulty doing so. 
On the flipside, many students aren’t blessed with a sharp 
memory, many suffer from test anxiety or other conditions 
that affect their attention span or learning capabilities, 
even though they may have the necessary skills of infer-
ence and reasoning needed to succeed in the Internet age. 
These students often resort to unfair means of getting by 
exams that inherently rely on skills they don’t have, or 
need for that matter.

When it comes to teachers opinions about why their stu-
dents cheat, most tend to believe that students who cheat 
do so out of habit or laziness, and they should be punished 
for their actions. 

Noora Shamsi Bahar, a senior lecturer at the Depart-
ment of English and Modern Languages of North South 

University said, “I’ve seen cheats cheat again despite being 
punished or penalised. It almost seems as if it’s their sec-
ond nature. Perhaps they do not realise that cheating is a 
serious offense and this is because they are never given any 
serious forms of punishment such as suspension or expul-
sion.” However, almost all exam papers and instructions 
come with a warning that using unfair means has negative 
consequences. Most institutions even follow through and 
punish students by cancelling exams, failing them, or tak-
ing more serious actions. But students of these institutions 
still resort to cheating.

Fahima Iqbal*, a student of University College London 
says, “I used to cheat a lot in school, but stopped com-
pletely in university. It’s largely because of the assistance 
provided by the institution to prepare the students, and 
the way we are treated after receiving the grades. In school, 
I was told that I would not succeed in my academic 
endeavour because I failed a test. Here, the professors and 
teaching assistants at the university helped us rectify our 
grades in case we failed.” 

So, the question we must ask is if punitive measures 
quell cheating in classrooms. If they don’t, then there must 
be a way for the system to make changes that allows the 
situation to change. Most institutions offer punitive mea-
sures like humiliating, shaming and stigmatising students 
when it comes to disciplining students for being dishonest, 
whereas restorative practices allow students to reflect on 
their actions and learn better. This approach may allow 
students to take responsibility for their actions, and would 
reinforce the importance of academic honesty in their lives 
and the choices they make.

*Names changed for privacy
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WHY STUDENTS CHEAT
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At school where we can learn all about the 
planet, the solar system and our economy, why 
can’t we learn about our own bodies? 

A policy implicitly adopted by society 
is that there are certain things in life that 
don’t need to be taught to kids, they will 
pick it up somewhere along the way. But 
how? While curious teenage minds may 
pick up on where babies come from, infor-
mation gathered from friends who are just 
as young through gossip or incognito mode 
internet searches isn’t going to give kids 
straight facts or present information in an 
ethical, scientific and practical manner.

But that’s exactly what young people 
need. When going through puberty with 
hormones raging, minds wondering with 
questions aplenty, why can’t our education-
al institutes step in and tell kids what they 
really need to know? 

The contents of comprehensive sex edu-
cation extend beyond teaching safe repro-
ductive choices and diseases that could pos-
sibly spread from sexual activity (although 
these are important too). Kids are also 
taught how their bodies function, puberty 
and menstruation and a crucial topic called 
consent. Sex ed teaches students how to 
recognise abuse. It builds respect for their 
own and others’ bodies and talks about 
boundaries and emotional well-being. In 
some platforms, it even includes conver-
sations about personal skills and commu-
nication, gender roles and portrayal of sex 
and gender in the media. 

These all come together to give teenag-
ers an understanding of what constitutes 
healthy and normal behaviour and what 
does not. It teaches them what natural reac-
tions from their bodies are in certain situa-
tions and when to panic and call a doctor. 
It allows them to spot early signs of anyone 
trying to violate them. It also prevents their 
misinformed selves from continuing to be-
lieve in archaic myths rather than scientific 
facts about their bodies. Do we really want 

kids to believe that a girl cooking during 
her period will make the food inedible? So 
when a poorly informed family member 
tells them so, how are they supposed to 
know better if not for sex ed?

It is true some schools have health 
classes and some students opt to take 
Biology when they reach senior grades but 
this not only doesn’t include all students, 

but schools are often guilty of glossing 
over topics which teachers consider too 
“sensitive” for class. Parental pressure is 
another issue. It is often parents that react 
strongly when schools do make an effort 
to teach sex ed and it is often from their 
pressure that schools are forced to abandon 
the effort. But where does this tug of war 
between offending morality and refusing to 
take responsibility, leave the youth? 

At a time when the news is flooded 
daily with stories of sexual abuse and 
harassment, one must wonder why no 
one in society took the responsibility of 
teaching the youth when and how it is 
okay to approach a person, when one must 
stop pursuing someone and which type of 
behaviour isn’t “determined” or “bold” but 
simply criminal. 

One might argue that children should 
simply rely on the internet to learn about 
these things and schools can stick to teach-
ing math, science and history. However, 
according to UNICEF, only 5 percent of 
Bangladeshi youth below the age of 15 
regularly use the internet. And when was 
unsupervised and unfiltered online content 
ever a safe space for anyone? 

According to WHO, Bangladesh also has 
a severe shortage and maldistribution of 
health care workers. Not all youth have ac-
cess to gynaecologists and even when they 
do, the doctors often mirror the conserva-
tive attitude of schools and accessing in-
formation about one’s own body becomes 
quite a challenge. 

One might also argue that sex ed should 
be taught at home by parents according to 
the family’s own values. Parents have the 
scope of teaching sex ed but do they? In a 
conservative society where both the literacy 
level and traditional mindedness of parents 
lie on a broad spectrum, this is almost as 
good as wishing kids automatically learn 
things without being taught. 

And it is this reckless and naïve belief 
of both academia and families that kids 
should magically be able to behave prop-
erly without any learning that ultimately 
comes back and hurts the very kids they are 
trying to protect by shielding from “immor-
al” education. 

Ignorance isn’t education. Refusing to 
acknowledge reality isn’t education. When 
schools take on the responsibility of the 
education of a child, they owe it to them 
to teach them to protect themselves. As a 
society we must move beyond our taboos 
and teach school children more than just 
the fact that the mitochondria is the power-
house of the cell. 
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