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Contract Cheating

A student pays or uses a 
third party to complete their 

academic work for them



Contract Cheating Providers

Contract Cheating Requests
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Professor Fintan Culwin talking 
about contract cheating in 2007

Cross M. Policing plagiarism. BMJ. 2007;335(7627):963-
964. doi:10.1136/bmj.39388.668773.47

“Unfortunately many people 
think [Turnitin is] the tool. If the 
only tool you have is a hammer, 
everything starts to look like a 
nail.”



We are still at the 
experimentation stage and 

it will be some time until we 
have a perfect solution for 

detection

But lots of approaches show 
promise



Writing Patterns

How do you write?

What do you write?



Keystroke Analysis

If a student is 
considering options, 
we would see:

• Bursts of typing
• Pauses for thinking
• Subsequent editing

Trezise, K., Ryan, T., de Barba, P., & Kennedy, G. (2019). Detecting Academic Misconduct Using 
Learning Analytics. Journal of Learning Analytics, 6(3), 90-104.



Is Tracking The Way Forward?

This software from Wasi
Khan attempted to 
change the way students 
work

https://youtu.be/14f5AnfTy0A



Stylometry



Culwin, F. & Lancaster, T. (2004). An Integrating Suite of Tools to 
Assist Investigation of Non-Originality.
Proceedings of Plagiarism: Prevention, Practice and Policy Conference. 
Newcastle, UK.

In the early part of the 
millennium, we were 
investigating the 
stylistic properties of 
student documents



2020 Work In Progress
Are these two documents written by the same person?



One way to detect contract 
cheating is to identify that 
two documents said to be 

written by the same person  
are actually written by 

different people



Investigate 
manually or with 

linguistics 
software



Commercial Alternatives

• Machine Learning
• Natural Language 

Processing
• Stylometry

plus others in development



Dawson, P., Sutherland-Smith, W., & Ricksen, M. (2020). Can 
software improve marker accuracy at detecting contract cheating? A 
pilot study of the Turnitin authorship investigate alpha. Assessment & 
Evaluation in Higher Education, 45(4), 473-482.



Forensic File 
Investigation



Simple



Advanced

Johnson, C., & Davies, R. (2020). Using digital forensic 
techniques to identify contract cheating: A case study. Journal of 
Academic Ethics, 1-9.

Look at document.xml file
“Analyse Revision Save Identifiers”



Do students know what 
they’ve written?

Ask them questions
Ask them to make modifications



Cloze Procedure

Taylor, W. L. (1953). “Cloze procedure”: A new tool for measuring 

readability. Journalism quarterly, 30(4), 415-433.

Implementation from https://projects.ncsu.edu/cals/gn/5thword.html

https://projects.ncsu.edu/cals/gn/5thword.html


Commercial Alternative

• Does the student recognise 
their own writing style?

• Can the student complete 
their own sentences?

• Can the student identify what 
they wrote?

Auth+
(more 

machine 
learning)

https://slate.ink/



A Computer Problem

A Human Problem



Look For 
Your 

Assignments 
Online



Look For Indicators

https://www.slideshare.net/ThomasLancaster/investigating-contract-cheating-

and-breaches-of-academic-integrity-deakin-university-australia-5-june-2018

Do you know the student? Could 
they have written this?

Is the work generic or repetitive?

Does this use sources the student 
wouldn’t know about?

Is the originality level too low?

https://www.slideshare.net/ThomasLancaster/investigating-contract-cheating-and-breaches-of-academic-integrity-deakin-university-australia-5-june-2018


Useful Checklists

https://www.northampton.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/02/Contract-

Cheating-Some-things-to-look-for.pdf

https://www.teqsa.gov.au/sites/default/files/substantiating-contract-

cheating-guide-investigators.pdf

https://www.northampton.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/02/Contract-Cheating-Some-things-to-look-for.pdf
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/sites/default/files/substantiating-contract-cheating-guide-investigators.pdf


Be Suspicious!



Be Suspicious!

But trust and listen to students





New challenges to academic 
integrity will always appear!



Estee Stimler
@EsteeStimler
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