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for Chinese students to enroll at German, Austrian, Bel-
gian, and Swiss universities. In addition to various anti-
plagiarism policies and procedures integrating the use of 
anti-plagiarism software programs like Turnitin or Unplag, 
faculty should present their assignments and expectations 
more clearly to the students, stipulating their cultural and 
educational backgrounds. This might be difficult to expect 
and demand from faculty, however: tenure-track faculty are 
under pressure to publish, and teaching seems to be less 
important for promotion; non-tenure-track faculty are un-
der pressure to extend their contracts; and the administra-
tion is not likely to lose international students, who contrib-
ute an important part of the university’s budget. Moreover, 
not everyone is ready to talk about such misconduct openly, 
because it might be perceived as racism. These improper 
dependencies might have dramatic consequences: It may 
be possible for less qualified people, or people with falsi-
fied diplomas, to get positions of responsibility, where their 
incompetence might lead to dangerous mistakes involving 
human lives. Universities should acknowledge this prob-
lem and allocate all necessary resources to mitigate aca-
demic misconduct involving students.  
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All universities have individuals who commit unaccept-
able acts. A student cheats on an exam. A professor 

fakes data in an experiment. A college president enriches 
himself by fraud. Although singular acts of corruption 
are unacceptable and must be condemned, they are indi-
vidual errors of judgment that differ from systemic corrup-
tion. Systemic corruption occurs when the entire system 
is mired in schemes that are unethical and perpetrated at 
institutional and systemwide levels. 

Many worry that India’s postsecondary system is a post-

er child for systemic corruption. India garnered worldwide 
attention when a cheating scandal, involving thousands of 
individuals who took medical examinations on behalf of 
students, was exposed. Answers for entrance tests to pro-
fessional courses continue to be regularly leaked. Images of 
family members scaling walls to help their children cheat 
are etched in the nation’s memory.

The problems are structural. Over a generation ago, the 
Indian government faced a dilemma: it wanted to dramati-
cally increase the number of students attending postsec-
ondary institutions, but it lacked adequate funding. Con-

sequently, private, nonprofit colleges became prominent. 
According to the Ministry of Human Resource Develop-
ment, India has 35,357 higher-education institutions and 
32.3 million students. 22,100 of the institutions are private 
colleges. Over 60 percent of private and public colleges 
have less than 500 students, and 20 percent have less than 
100 students.  Although many say that the system is riddled 
with corruption, most are troubled by the 22,100 private 
colleges. The majority of news reports pertain to those with 
less than 500 students. 

No one claims that all private institutions are corrupt; 
but large-scale surveys also will not yield data about dis-
honest practices. Who would admit on a survey that they 
engage in corruption? However, the sorts of activities that 
we discuss below are commonly acknowledged by those in-
volved in higher education in India. Private institutions are, 
by law, nonprofit. Yet, the manner in which they are man-
aged has enabled profit through “black money,” or bribery. 
Private colleges enable multiple actors to generate incomes 
for themselves and others. 

Drivers of Corruption
Agents: Students frequently do not approach a college di-
rectly, but go through “agents,” or middlemen. Colleges 
also depend on agents so they can admit adequate numbers 
of students. The agents charge the students a commission 
for facilitating the admission process and negotiating a dis-
count with the college principal. Agents also charge the col-
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India garnered worldwide attention 
when a cheating scandal, involving 
thousands of individuals who took med-
ical examinations on behalf of students, 
was exposed.
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lege a commission for supplying bulk admissions.
Students: Students pay for, and expect to earn a degree, 

but do not expect to attend classes. They often refer to them-
selves as “nonattending students.” The institutions honor, 
so to speak, that expectation. The reasons for their non-
attendance vary. The college may be located far from stu-
dents’ hometowns, or students may have work obligations. 
Students may appear when exams are given or do what is 
minimally required. Teachers, for example, e-mail lessons 
to students. Sometimes students come to the college if they 
are able, according to their own convenience. They take 
notes, show their work, take work home, and try to under-
stand the lessons. The teachers then give them a final grade 
that will enable them to take the university examinations. 
The pass percentage in the college is mostly 100 percent.

Institutional Leaders: Institutional leaders often ma-
nipulate the system to maximize their financial gain. One 
strategy involves keeping teachers and the college principal 
“on paper” to meet the staffing norms set by the regulat-
ing authorities. Thus, teachers may be listed as full-time 
employees, but are actually not. A teacher gets a full salary 
on paper, but returns a substantial amount to the college. 
The institution’s books appear to have a full complement 
of teachers, and the teachers receive an income for doing 
virtually nothing.

In addition, teachers and/or college principals may be 
involved in the university recruitment process, which cre-
ates revenue for the college and the recruiters. The “jaan-
pehchaan” (social network) system allows institutional 
leaders to access levers of opportunity and sustains their 
business interests. The principal may act like an agent by 
supplying students, taking a commission from students, 
and, in return, negotiating a lower admission fee and proxy-
attendance. 

Visiting Committees: College management works hard 
to ensure that their institution complies with a plethora 
of regulations concerning daily management. When gov-
ernment-specified committees visit to rate, review, or rank 
the college, management rolls out the red carpet. Site-visit 
committees are paid an official amount. However, on visits 
to weak (or entirely nonexistent) institutions, members of 
the site committee might solicit more than ten times the 
official amount of the “shraddha” (a gratuity based on trust). 

Colleges that do not exist are those without any build-
ings or that have a building, but it is empty. At times, in-
spection teams are taken to an entirely different building 
so they do not see an empty space. These colleges are able 
to function because of an exchange of money. That is, the 
institutions pay a significant amount of money to the au-
thorities to gain the license to operate. Once they receive 
their initial permits, they then turn to paying visiting teams 
in order to provide a positive report.  

Conclusion
The challenge in India, or for any country facing systemic 
corruption, is that a cultural ethos pervades individual ac-
tions. If a student cheats on an exam and the institution 
condemns cheating, the process of rectifying aberrant be-
havior is clear. However, reform is more difficult in a cul-
ture where “everyone does it.” If black money is the norm 
rather than the exception, there is little incentive to change. 
The casual use of phrases such as “nonattending student” 
underscores a system that is rigged so that individuals can 
pay for degrees. When individuals get paid for no work—or 
receive payment for providing a particular score on a site 
visit or exam—corruption is endemic.

The first step in systemic reform is recognizing that 
a problem exists. India has a storied history of excellence 
in higher education. The world’s first residential university 
was an Indian institution—Nalanda in the fifth century. In-
dia has generated eight Nobel Prize winners and a literary 
tradition that extends over thousands of years. To overcome 
the corruption that impairs confidence and quality, India’s 
epic history should serve as an archetype for a postsecond-
ary system that promotes research and workforce develop-
ment. At the moment, the ethical base underpinning In-
dia’s educational system is being eroded, undermining the 
very basis of mutual trust and educational standards. 
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In the past two decades, the governments of several devel-
oping nations including Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, 

and China have used public funds to support the establish-
ment and on-going operation of international branch cam-
puses (IBCs). They are not sponsoring IBCs to support a 
foreign institution’s interest in internationalization, or to 
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