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In the Winter 2020 issue of the Journal of Contemporary Pharmacy Practice, original research 
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from several of the authors, including: 

• Dr. Paul Gavaza, lead author on the article and associate professor of pharmaceutical 
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the research. 

• Dr. Nancy Kawahara, assistant dean for co-curriculum and mentorship, associate 
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original research 

Examining Students’ Attitudes toward Academic 
Dishonesty in California Pharmacy Schools 
Paul Gavaza, PhD; Sophia Dinh; Simon Situ; Maria Santiago; Lawrence Chui; Justin Thurber; 
Jennifer Nguyen; You Kim; Steven Vu; Farnoosh Zough, PharmD; Nancy Kawahara, PharmD, 
MS Ed 

Abstract 
Objective 
To explore California student-pharmacists’ opinions of 
academic dishonesty. 

Methods 
An electronic survey was distributed to all currently 
enrolled students at each of the 13 California pharmacy 
schools. The survey evaluated students’ definition of 
cheating, their motives, views, and perceived long-term 
consequences of academic dishonesty. Demographic data 
(e.g., age, gender) were also collected. 

Results 
A total of 251 usable responses were collected from 13 
California pharmacy schools. Most student-respondents 
did not have an accurate understanding of what constitutes 
cheating. Most student-respondents believed that 
copying a homework assignment from a friend (61.2%) 
and allowing a friend to copy their homework assignment 
(61.8%) did not constitute academic dishonesty. Many 
student-respondents indicated that they had heard of or 
witnessed cheating in pharmacy school (66.1%); student-
respondents also admitted to being tempted to cheat in 
certain classes (45.4%) and indicated that they would cheat 
if it meant passing a class (78.3%). Only 18.8% of student-
respondents agreed that cheating in pharmacy school 
would negatively affect their judgment as pharmacists in 
the future. There were no significant differences in attitudes 
of student respondents about academic dishonesty by 
gender on 28 of the 30 items investigated. Moreover, 
there were no significant gender-based differences in 
the student-respondents who reported academically 
dishonesty behaviors. 

Conclusions 
Academic dishonesty is prevalent in the California 
pharmacy academic setting. Most student-respondents 
had heard about or witnessed their classmates cheating. 
This is highly concerning, as dishonest behavior may 
translate into the workplace once students graduate. 
Students, pharmacy school administrators and faculty 
should work together to discourage and prevent cheating. 

Key words 
Academic Dishonesty, Cheating, Pharmacy, Students, 
Student-Pharmacists, California 

Introduction 
Academic dishonesty is broadly defined as cheating 
on examinations, receiving or disclosing content of 
examinations, falsifying or fabricating information, 
accepting help on individual assignments, and plagiarism.(1) 

In general, academic dishonesty is reported to be common 
in higher education, with about 75% of university students 
admitting to cheating and about 50% of students reporting 
a peer’s involvement in cheating.(2,3) Surprisingly, higher 
rates of academic dishonesty have been more prevalent in 
healthcare academia than nonhealthcare academia.(3) One 
study found that 16.3% of student-pharmacist respondents 
reported cheating, and about 74% of students admitted 
to working on an individual assignment with a friend.(4) 

Ninety-one percent of pharmacy and medical students in 
New Zealand reported copying, 60% reported collusion, 
and 34% reported admitting to cheating behaviors.(5) A 
recent study conducted in California found that 11.8% 
of student-pharmacist respondents reported cheating.(6) 

Furthermore, student-pharmacist respondents were also 
found to be more tolerant of cheating than medical-student 
respondents.(7) 

Academically dishonest behavior among pharmacy 
students is par ticular ly concerning as this could 
potentially lead to negative patient health outcomes in 
the future. Academic dishonesty has been found to be 
associated with unethical professional practice.(8-10) In fact, 
academically dishonest medical students are reported to 
be more likely to engage in unethical medical practices.(10) 

There are several reasons students may resort to cheating. 
Some students succumb to the pressure of a rigorous 
pharmacy curriculum, and their desire to excel(11, 12) and 
attain stellar grades overcomes their moral reasoning to 
avoid cheating. Thus, stress and fear of failure may be 
motivating factors for cheating.(13) Other motivations for 
cheating include procrastination, poor time management 
skil ls, a will ingness to help peers, and a lack of 
understanding of what constitutes cheating behaviors, 
such as unauthorized collaboration and plagiarism. 
(12) Cheating has also been associated with poor moral 
development and ethical reasoning,(7) as seen by Henning 
and colleagues,(5) who found that copying and collusion 
may be related to pharmacy and medical students’ poor 
reasoning when making ethical decisions. 

Studies exploring demographic characteristics of 
student-pharmacist respondents who reported academic 
dishonesty have found that younger student-pharmacists 
were more likely to cheat than older students, as they 
may tend to have narrower definitions of cheating. 
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(14) Rabi and colleagues found that student-pharmacist 
respondents who previously cheated in high school or 
in their pre-pharmacy curriculum were also more likely 
to cheat in pharmacy school.(4) The evidence on gender-
based differences in cheating is inconsistent. However, 
one study found that males were more likely to cheat 
than females and were more tolerant of academically 
dishonest behaviors.(14) In general, men are more likely to 
be extrinsically motivated by their performance, whereas 
women are more intrinsically motivated.(14) Consistent with 
the previous study, male student-pharmacist respondents 
were found to be more tolerant of and lenient toward 
cheating behavior than female students, and women were 
more likely to report cheating than men.(1,5) Nevertheless, 
a more recent study found no significant differences in 
academically dishonest behavior between male and female 
student-pharmacist respondents.(1) 

Few studies have examined student-pharmacists' attitudes 
and perceptions regarding academic dishonesty. This 
study aims to explore the prevalence of academically 
dishonest behavior in California pharmacy schools 
and student-pharmacists' attitudes, perceptions and 
motivations behind academically dishonest behavior. 

Methods 
This cross-sectional study was spearheaded by the 
Loma Linda University School of Pharmacy CAPSLEAD 
(California Pharmacist Student Leadership) 2017-2018 
team. Ethical approval of the study was granted by the 
Loma Linda University’s Institutional Review Board. The 
target population for this study was all student-pharmacists 
enrolled in the Doctor of Pharmacy programs at all 13 
accredited pharmacy schools in California. 

Data were collected through an online survey using 
Qualtrics® between June and September 2017. An e-mail 
describing the purpose of the study, including a link to 
the online survey, was sent to an administrative officer 
from each of the 13 California pharmacy schools. We 
obtained the e-mail list of these officers from CAPSLEAD 
and the California Pharmacist Association (CPhA). Each 
of these pharmacy school administrators was asked to 
forward the e-mail along with the imbedded survey link 
to all student pharmacists enrolled in their respective 
pharmacy school programs. A reminder e-mail with a cover 
letter and a link to the online survey was sent to all student-
pharmacists by the administrators after two to three weeks, 
encouraging them to complete the survey if they had 
not done so already. Additionally, the Qualtrics® survey 
link was posted on various Facebook pages (e.g., Loma 
Linda University School of Pharmacy's Facebook page). 
The anonymous survey did not collect any personally 
identifiable information about the respondents. The survey 
took five to 10 minutes to complete. 

Survey Instrument 
The study used a 59-item survey instrument designed 
specifically for this study. Most of the survey items were 
developed based on the existing literature on academic 
dishonesty.(1,4,6,14) The survey items assessed student-
pharmacists' attitudes, perceptions, and experiences 
with academic dishonesty, as well as the motivations 
behind academically dishonest behavior. Twenty-eight 
survey items measured students’ attitudes and perceptions 
toward academic dishonesty using a five-point bipolar 
Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 
agree.(1,5) The students’ definitions of cheating and their 
experiences with cheating were measured using 21 true 

or false items. For example, student-pharmacists were 
asked to respond to the following true or false statements 
or questions: “Have you ever claimed credit for work that 
was not your own in the past?” and “I have witnessed or 
heard about people cheating in pharmacy school.” Ten 
closed-ended items were used to obtain the respondents' 
demographic information, such as gender (male/female/ 
other), age (<24, 25-30, 31-40, 41+), year currently enrolled 
in pharmacy school (P1, P2, P3, P4) and current GPA (<2.5, 
2.5-2.99, 3.0-3.49, 3.5-4.0). 

Prior to distribution, a draft of the online survey was 
circulated to three pharmacy faculty members and 
practitioners to assess its face and content validity. Minor 
changes were made to the phrasing of some of the items 
based on feedback obtained from them. At the end of the 
survey, the respondents were given the option to enter their 
pharmacy-school-affiliated e-mail address if they wanted 
to be entered into a raffle drawing to win one of eight gift 
cards worth $25.00 each. 

Data Analysis 
The respondents’ e-mail addresses were separated 
from their responses before the data were analyzed. 
The e-mail addresses were used for the raffle drawing 
only. Descriptive statistics (e.g., frequencies, means 
and standard deviations) were computed for all items. 
The independent t-test and ANOVA were computed to 
determine and compare the mean differences in the 
respondents’ attitudes or opinions by gender, marital 
status, age, and academic year (P1 to P4). Chi-square 
tests were used to describe the association between 
categorical variables. All analyses were performed using 
PASW Statistics 21 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL). A p-value of 
≤0.05 was considered to be statistically significant. 

Results 
A total of 251 student-pharmacists responded to the 
survey. Most of the respondents were female (N=158, 
63.5%), under 25 years of age (N=132, 53.0%), had a 
bachelor’s degree (N=228, 93.4%), were single (N=33, 53.4) 
and were first-year students (N=41, 56.6%) (Table 1). 

Student-Pharmacists’ Attitudes 
toward Cheating 
Most student-pharmacist respondents believed that 
copying a homework assignment from a friend (N=153, 
61.2%) and allowing a friend to copy their homework 
assignment (N=155, 61.8%) did not constitute academic 
dishonesty (Table 2). Fur thermore, most student-
pharmacist respondents (N=136, 54.4%) believed that 
collaborating with a peer on an assignment that was 
explicitly indicated for individual work did not constitute 
academic dishonesty (Table 2). Most respondents 
indicated that they “would cheat if it meant passing a 
class” (N=195, 78.3%) and would cheat if everyone else 
was cheating (N=186, 74.4%; Table 2). 

Most students disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 
statement, “It is not easy for me or others to cheat in 
pharmacy school” (N=159, 63.6%). Many students agreed 
or strongly agreed with the statement, “I feel more tempted 
to cheat in difficult classes than in easier ones” (N=113, 
45.4%; Table 3). 

Fur thermore, most students disagreed or strongly 
disagreed with the statement, “Faculty and staff at my 
school take appropriate measures to prevent cheating” 
(N=215, 86.0%; Table 3). 
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Most student-pharmacist respondents witnessed or heard 
about people cheating in pharmacy school (N=166, 66.1%; 
Table 4). However, only 41 student-pharmacist respondents 
(16.4%) indicated that they had cheated at least once in 
pharmacy school (Table 4). 

Demographic Factors and Student-
Pharmacists' Perceptions of and 
Experiences With Cheating 
There were no significant dif ferences in the student-
pharmacists’ attitudes about academic dishonesty by gender 
on 28 of the 30 Likert-type items investigated. However, 
males had a significantly higher mean than females on two 
items: “The academic dishonesty policy at my university is 
strictly enforced by all of faculty and is appropriate” (2.01±1.3 
vs. 1.69±1.3; p=0.046); “A licensed pharmacist is held to an 
ethically higher standard than a student/intern and therefore 
will not act unethically” (3.10±1.3 vs. 2.59±1.5; p=0.007). There 
were no significant differences in the student-pharmacists’ 
reported academic dishonesty behaviors by gender. 

There were no significant differences in the student-
pharmacists’ attitudes and perceptions toward academic 
dishonesty on 29 of the 30 Likert-type items investigated 
and also on most of the reported academically dishonest 
behaviors by age category (p>0.05). There was a significant 
difference in attitudes by age category on one item: “I feel 
more tempted to cheat in difficult classes than in easier 
ones” (F [2, 244]=6.884, p=0.001). Post-hoc tests showed 
that the student-pharmacist respondents who were less 
than 25 years old had the smallest mean (mean=3.12±1.2), 
which was significantly less than those of the 25- to 30-year-
old students (mean=3.58±1.4) and those over 31 years old 
(mean=4.00±1.3). Student-pharmacist respondents who 
were less than 25 years old were more likely to agree with 
the statement “Have you ever shared information about a 
class you have taken to an underclassman?” (N=115, 87.1%) 
than those who were 25 to 30 years old (N=69, 74.2%) and 
over 31 years of age (N=12, 50.0%) (chi-square=18.513, df=2, 
p<0.001). There were no other significant differences in the 
student-pharmacist respondents' academically dishonest 
behaviors by age category. 

There were significant differences in student-pharmacist 
respondents’ academically dishonest behaviors by 
academic level on six of the nine items investigated (Table 
5). For example, second-year pharmacy (P2) students were 
more likely to agree with the statement, “Have you ever 
claimed credit for work that wasn’t your own in the past?” 
(Yes=25.0%) than the other classes (Table 5). 

Discussion 
Most student-pharmacist respondents believed that copying 
a homework assignment from a friend (61.2%) and allowing 
a friend to copy their homework assignment (61.8%) did 
not constitute academic dishonesty. A similar proportion of 
student-pharmacist respondents (70%) believed that working 
in groups on coursework when individual work is expected 
was not dishonest.(15) Our findings are consistent with another 
study which found that 74% of third-year Professional 
Doctor of Pharmacy students “admitted that they or their 
classmates had worked on an individual assignment with 
a friend.”(4) Many student-pharmacist respondents do not 
seem to have an accurate understanding of what constitutes 
academic dishonesty, nor comprehension of the seriousness 
of cheating. It is likely that some student-pharmacists may be 
inadvertently cheating without knowing that their behavior is 
academically dishonest. 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Respondents 

Characteristic 
(n=249) Frequency (%) 

Gender 
Male 90 (36.1) 
Female 158 (63.5) 
Other 1 (0.4) 

Age (years) 
<25 132 (53.0) 
25 to 30 93 (37.3) 
31 to 40 21 (8.4) 
41+ 3 (1.2) 

Highest level of education 
achieved (n=244) 
Bachelor’s degree 228 (93.4) 
Master’s degree 11 (4.5) 
Doctorate degree 5 (2.0) 

What is your current GPA? 
3.5 to 4.0 124 (51.7) 
3.0 to 3.49 94 (39.2) 
2.5 to 2.99 20 (8.3) 
<2.5 2 (0.8) 

Current relationship status 
Single 133 (53.4) 
In a relationship 77 (30.9) 
Married 34 (13.7) 
Prefer not to answer 5 (2.0) 

Academic year in pharmacy school 
First year 141 (56.6) 
Second year 52 (20.9) 
Third year 35 (14.1) 
Fourth year 21 (8.4) 

Do you work? 
Part-time 116 (46.6) 
Full-time 2 (0.8) 
None 131 (52.6) 

Are you involved in extracurricular activities? 
Yes 170 (68.3) 
No 79 (31.7) 
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Table 2. Student-Pharmacists' Attitudes toward Academic Dishonesty 

Please rate the degree to which you would consider the following situations as 
academic dishonesty (n=251) 

a. You copy a homework 
assignment from a 
friend. (n=250) 

b. You allow a friend to 
copy your homework 
assignment. 

c. You do not 
participate in a 
group project but 
receive equal credit. 

d. You accidentally look at 
a classmate’s answers 
during an exam and 
see that he/she chose 
a different answer on a 
question. This causes 
you to either keep or 
change your answer. 
(n=250) 

e. You pass on completed 
material to another 
student. (n=247) 

f. You notice a classmate 
cheating during an 
exam but do not report 
it. (n=248) 

g. You knowingly make 
your exam more 
viewable to help a 
classmate cheat. 

h. You collaborate with a 
peer on an assignment 
that was explicitly 
indicated for individual 
work only. (n=250) 

2.54 (1.5) 81 (32.4) 72 (28.8) 22 (8.8) 32 (12.8) 43 (17.2) 

2.48 (1.4) 71 (28.3) 84 (33.5) 32 (12.7) 32 (12.7) 32 (12.7) 

2.67 (1.6) 91 (36.3) 55 (21.9) 20 (8.0) 15 (6.0) 70 (27.9) 

2.66 (1.5) 80 (32.0) 58 (23.2) 32 (12.8) 26 (10.4) 54 (21.6) 

2.64 (1.4) 64 (25.9) 70 (28.3) 39 (15.8) 40 (16.2) 34 (13.8) 

2.65 (1.4) 68 (27.4) 58 (23.4) 56 (22.6) 24 (9.7) 42 (16.7) 

2.33 (1.7) 132 (52.6) 35 (13.9) 14 (5.6) 8 (3.2) 62 (24.7) 

2.57 (1.4) 77 (30.8) 59 (23.6) 43 (17.2) 36 (14.4) 35 (14.0) 

M
ea

n (S
D)

Stro
ngly

 

Disa
gre

e (
N, %

) 

Disa
gre

e (
N, %

) 

Neu
tr

al (N
, %

) 

Agre
e (

N, %
) 

Stro
ngly

 

Agre
e (

N, %
) 
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20 (8.0) 

10 (4.0) 

35 (14.0) 

35 (14.0) 

35 (14.0) 

21 (8.4) 

Stro
ngly

 

Agre
e (

N, %
) 

36 (14.5) 189 (75.9) 

29 (11.6) 166 (66.1) 

73 (29.2) 49 (19.6) 

51 (20.4) 57 (22.8) 

58 (23.2) 128 (51.2) 

28 (11.2) 

17 (6.8) 

36 (14.4) 

36 (14.4) 

36 (14.4) 

34 (13.6) 

Neu
tr

al (
N, %

) 

4 (1.6) 

27 (10.8) 

54 (21.6) 

53 (21.2) 

26 (10.4) 

59 (23.6) 

59 (23.6) 

59 (23.6) 

72 (28.8) 

Agre
e (

N, %
) 

16 (6.4) 

22 (8.8) 

40 (16.0) 

65 (26.0) 

33 (13.2) 

33 (13.2) 

28 (11.2) 

43 (17.2) 

43 (17.2) 

43 (17.2) 

36 (14.4) 

Table 3. Student-Pharmacists' Perceptions about Academic Dishonesty 

Please rate your level of  agreement with the following statements: (n=250) 

M
ea

n (S
D) 

Stro
ngly

 

Disa
gre

e (
N, %

) 

Disa
gre

e (
N, %

) 

4.61 (0.8) 4 (1.6) 

passing a class. (n=251) 4.27 (1.2) 7 (2.8) 

3.20 (1.3) 34 (13.6) 

3.26 (1.3) 24 (9.6) 

4.11 (1.1) 5 (2.0) 

2.18 (1.3) 104 (41.6) 65 (26.0) 

1.93 (1.1) 110 (43.8) 86 (34.3) 

2.57 (1.4) 77 (30.8) 

2.57 (1.4) 77 (30.8) 

2.57 (1.4) 77 (30.8) 

2.32 (1.3) 87 (34.8) 

a. It’s not cheating if I 
don’t get caught. 
(n=249) 

b.I would cheat if it meant 

c.Once a cheater, 
always a cheater. 

d.Most of my classmates 
in pharmacy cheat in 
one way or another. 

e. I would cheat if 
everyone is cheating. 

f. Giving a classmate 
information on an 
exam that they have 
not taken yet is 
considered cheating. 

g.I am often stressed by 
schoolwork. (n=251) 

h.My grades are more 
important than learning 
the material. (n=249) 

i. My school/ professors 
make it easy for me to 
succeed, thus I do not 
feel compelled to 
cheat. (n=249) 

j. The academic 
dishonesty policy at 
my university is 
strictly enforced by 
all of faculty and is 
appropriate. 

k. It is not easy for me 
or others to cheat in 
pharmacy school. 
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40 (16.1) 

49 (19.6) 

16 (6.4) 

15 (6.0) 

71 (28.5) 

55 (22.0) 

6 (2.4) 

12 (4.8) 

11 (4.4) 

Stro
ngly

 

Agre
e (

N, %
) 

47 (18.9) 

73 (29.2) 

31 (12.4) 

16 (6.4) 

42 (16.9) 

76 (30.4) 

1 (0.4) 

12 (4.8) 

10 (4.0) 

Neu
tr

al (
N, %

) 

50 (20.1) 

54 (21.6) 

Agre
e (

N, %
) 

45 (18.1) 

40 (16.0) 

29 (11.6) 

31 (12.4) 

62 (24.9) 

56 (22.4) 

22 (8.8) 

36 (14.5) 

14 (5.6) 

Table 3 (continued). Student-Pharmacists' Perceptions about Academic Dishonesty 

Please rate your level of  agreement with the following statements: (n=250) 

l. A licensed pharmacist 
is held to an ethically 
higher standard than a 
student/intern and 
therefore will not act 
unethically. (n=249) 

m.Pharmacy students 
who cheat will 
make unethical 
pharmacists. 
(n=249) 

n. If I cheat in 
pharmacy school, it 
will negatively affect 
my judgment as a 
pharmacist. (n=251) 

o. A student who 
cheats in school is 
likely to cut corners 
as a pharmacist. 

p. I feel more tempted 
to cheat in difÿcult 
classes than in 
easier ones. (n=249) 

q. I would report 
cheating even if I only 
have a suspicion. 

r. The consequences 
of cheating outweigh 
the potential beneÿts 
of cheating. (n=249) 

s. Expulsion, and the 
associated stigmas, 
from cheating are 
not worth it in the 
long run. 

t. Faculty and staff at 
my school take 
appropriate measures 
to prevent cheating. 

M
ea

n (S
D) 

Stro
ngly

 

Disa
gre

e (
N, %

) 

Disa
gre

e (
N, %

) 

2.77 (1.4) 67 (26.9) 

3.20 (1.3) 34 (13.6) 

2.12 (1.3) 108 (43.0) 67 (26.7) 

2.03 (1.2) 100 (40.0) 88 (35.2) 

3.38 (1.3) 16 (6.4) 58 (23.3) 

3.39 (1.3) 26 (10.4) 37 (14.8) 

1.43 (0.9) 185 (74.0) 36 (14.4) 

1.82 (1.1) 141 (56.6) 48 (19.3) 

1.67 (1.1) 149 (59.6) 66 (26.4) 
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Table 4. Student-Pharmacists’ Reported Academically Dishonest Behaviors 

Yes (N, %) No (N, %) 

a. I have cheated on an exam in pharmacy school. 14 (5.6) 236 (94.4) 

b. I have cheated on a homework assignment in 50 (20.0) 200 (80.0) 
pharmacy school. 

c. I have cheated at least once in pharmacy school. 41 (16.4) 209 (83.6) 

d. I have witnessed or heard about people cheating 166 (66.1) 85 (33.9) 
in pharmacy school. 

e. Have you ever shared your answers on a homework 221 (88.0) 30 (12.0) 
assignment? 

f. Have you ever shared information about a class you  198 (78.9) 53 (21.1) 
have taken to an underclassman? 

g. Have you ever received information regarding  112 (44.8) 138 (55.2) 
questions on an exam before taking it? 

h. Have you ever copied someone else’s work for  94 (37.5) 157 (62.5) 
an assignment? 

i. Have you ever claimed credit for work that wasn’t  28 (11.2) 223 (88.8) 
your own in the past? 

A majority of the student-pharmacist respondents (50.8%) 
disagreed or strongly disagreed that if they noticed a 
classmate cheating during an exam and did not report 
the incident, it amounted to academic dishonesty. This 
suggests that most student-pharmacists do not appreciate 
their important role in reporting the academic dishonesty that 
may be going on among their peers or they do not want to 
endure the hassles and consequences of reporting academic 
dishonesty. A previous study also found that most student-
pharmacist respondents (88.4%) did not report incidents of 
cheating.(15) This scenario makes it difficult for authorities to 
catch those who cheat, thus promoting academic dishonesty 
and failing to curb cheating in pharmacy education. More 
needs to be done to encourage students to report dishonest 
behavior by setting up and encouraging anonymous 
reporting platforms, among other things. 

In our study, 41 student-pharmacists (16.4%) admitted that 
they had cheated at least once in pharmacy school. This is 
lower than 53% of student-pharmacist respondents who 
indicated that they had participated in dishonest behaviors 
in a previous study.(15) The difference in the findings can 
be explained by the fact that our student-pharmacist 
respondents had a narrower understanding of what 
constitutes dishonest behaviors. Furthermore, most of the 
student-pharmacist respondents (66.1%) indicated that they 
had witnessed or heard about people cheating in pharmacy 
school. Similarly, a previous study found that 11.8% of 
student-pharmacist respondents admitted to some form of 

academic dishonesty, and 56.8% of the student-pharmacist 
respondents were aware that cheating was occurring.(6) 

These results indicate that academic dishonesty is a problem 
among California student-pharmacists. The occurrence of 
academically dishonest behavior in pharmacy education 
is worrisome and a cause for concern for various reasons. 
First, student-pharmacists who cheat are more likely to have 
professional misconduct issues in the workplace after they 
graduate and to have compromised integrity as pharmacists. 
(16) Cheating can become a habit that can and will follow these 
students into their professional lives and beyond. The recent 
cheating scandal involving pharmacy graduates taking the 
California Practice Standards and Jurisprudence Examination 
for Pharmacists (CPJE) lends support to this view. Second, 
cheating eliminates the need for student-pharmacists to work 
hard in their school-work, thus denying them opportunities 
to learn. Third, the occurrence of academically dishonest 
behaviors may also frustrate those student-pharmacists 
who do not cheat by contributing "to an environment in 
which otherwise honest students learn to view education 
as merely the temporary acquisition of facts.”(17) In the end, 
cheating undervalues the pharmacy degree and the quality of 
pharmacy education for all student-pharmacists. 

Most student-pharmacist respondents reported being 
stressed out about schoolwork, and many admitted that they 
were tempted to cheat in more difficult classes, indicating that 
they would cheat if it meant passing a class. This suggests 
that the academic environment is conducive to cheating. 
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P1, Yes P2, Yes  P3, Yes P4, Yes 
(N, %a) (N, %a) (N, %a) (N, %a) p-value 

a. I have cheated on an exam  
1 (0.7) 7 (13.7) 1 (2.9) 5 (23.8) <0.001 in pharmacy school. 

b. I have cheated on a 
homework assignment in 18 (12.8) 19 (37.3) 7 (20.0) 6 (28.6) 0.002 
pharmacy school. 

c. I have cheated at least 13 (9.2) 16 (31.4) 6 (17.1) 6 (28.6) 0.002 
once in pharmacy school. 

d. I have witnessed or heard 
about people cheating in 74 (52.5) 45 (86.5) 27 (77.1) 18 (85.7) <0.001 
pharmacy school. 

e. Have you ever shared your 
answers on a homework 123 (87.2) 46 (88.5) 31 (88.6) 19 (90.5) 0.989 
assignment? 

f. Have you ever shared 
information about a class 

108 (76.6) 43 (82.7) 27 (77.1) 18 (85.7) 0.685 you have taken to an 
underclassman? 

g. Have you ever received 
information regarding 

61 (43.6) 24 (46.2) 15 (42.9) 11 (52.4) 0.884 questions on an exam 
before taking it? 

h. Have you ever copied 
someone else’s work for 42 (29.8) 27 (51.9) 15 (42.9) 9 (42.9) 0.030 
an assignment? 

i. Have you ever claimed 
credit for work that wasn’t 11 (7.8) 13 (25.0) 3 (8.6) 1 (4.8) 0.006 
your own in the past? 

 
       

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
     

 

 
 
 
 

Table 5. Academically Dishonest Behaviors by Academic Level 

Pharmacy school is difficult, and there is a lot at stake for 
student-pharmacists to perform well, thus increasing the 
temptation to cheat. A small number of student-pharmacist 
respondents reported that they would cheat if their classmates 
were cheating (11.8%), which they are. More should be done to 
discourage academically dishonest behavior. 

Many student-pharmacist respondents disagreed or strongly 
disagreed with the following two statements pertaining to 
their pharmacy schools and professors: “It is not easy for 
me or others to cheat in pharmacy school” (63.6%) and “My 
school/professors make it easy for me to succeed, thus I 
do not feel compelled to cheat” (48.4%). This indicates that 
students believed that pharmacy schools and professors 
were not doing enough to address or mitigate academic 
dishonesty in pharmacy education. Furthermore, student-

pharmacist respondents believed that the academic 
dishonesty policies at their universities were not strictly 
enforced by all of the faculty (79.2%). These student-
pharmacist respondents' perceptions, accurate or not, make 
it easier for them to engage in academically dishonesty 
behaviors. California pharmacy schools and professors 
should do more to curtail academically dishonesty behavior. 

We found that there were no significant differences in the 
student-pharmacist respondents’ attitudes about academic 
dishonesty by gender on 28 of the 30 Likert-type items 
investigated. Furthermore, there were no significant gender-
based differences in the student-pharmacist respondents’ 
reported academically dishonesty behaviors, which is in 
line with several previous studies, yet contrary to Henning 
and colleagues.(1,4,5,18,19) However, more males than females 
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believed that the academic dishonesty policy at their university 
was strictly enforced by all of the faculty and that a licensed 
pharmacist was held to an ethically higher standard than a 
student-pharmacist or intern and therefore would not act 
unethically (p<0.007). Gender does not seem to play a major 
role in the occurrence and perpetuation of academically 
dishonest behaviors among student-pharmacists. Furthermore, 
the student-pharmacist respondents’ age did not significantly 
affect their attitude and experience with academic dishonesty. 

Future research should consider the following: First, using 
a theoretical framework to better understand the students’ 
attitudes, opinions, and academic dishonesty behaviors. 
Second, exploring the relationship between academic 
dishonesty and professional unethical behavior. Third, 
investigating how the pharmacy schools in California are 
managing academic and professional misconduct. 

Limitations of the Study 
The study has several limitations. First, this data may not be 
representative of the entire California student-pharmacist 
population. We did not receive any response from one of 
the pharmacy schools in California, and not all student-
pharmacists in the existing California pharmacy schools 
responded. Second, given that academic dishonesty is a 
highly controversial and sensitive topic, respondents may have 
provided socially acceptable or positive answers instead of 
answering all questions truthfully. However, the likelihood of 
this bias was minimized given that the survey was anonymous. 
Third, no causality among variables can be inferred given that 
this study was cross-sectional. That is, this study explored the 
academic dishonesy topic at one point in time. Fourth, it was 
impossible to validate the student-pharmacists’ responses 
with their actual behavior with respect to cheating (e.g., during 
exams and assignments) given the anonymity of the study. 

Conclusion 
Most California student-pharmacists have different ideas 
about the behaviors and actions that amount to academic 
dishonesty. Academic dishonesty is prevalent in the California 
pharmacy academic setting. Most students heard about 
or witnessed their classmates cheating. This is highly 
concerning, as dishonest behavior may translate into the 
workplace once these students graduate. Students, pharmacy 
school administrators, and faculty should work together to 
prevent cheating. All students should be encouraged to report 
their peers' academically dishonest behavior. 
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