Letter to My Students Regarding the 

Need for Academic and Professional Integrity

Dear students,

Here at the beginning of the semester I want to say something to you about academic integrity
.  I'm deeply convinced that integrity is an essential part of any true educational experience.  This is particularly true for you as accounting majors since your academic work is preparing you for your future role as a member of the profession. Before long, you will be graduating, passing the CPA exam and entering an exciting profession.  But neither the baccalaureate degree, nor the CPA certificate, will magically confer on you the trait of integrity.  And integrity is of paramount importance as an accountant.  It makes no difference whether you go to work in private industry or public accounting—integrity is critical in both arenas and you will serve in trusted roles in both places.  In a private company, management, the employees, investors, creditors and auditors are all relying on you to make ethical financial reporting decisions.  In public accounting, integrity is absolutely one of the cornerstones of auditing and certainly no one wants a crooked tax accountant!   Being a member of the accounting profession is different than just having a job or a career. You will take an Ethics test after passing the CPA exam and you will have a Code of Ethics by which to abide.  As accounting professionals, you will have a responsibility to your company or client, the investing public, and the accounting profession to behave in an unquestionably ethical manner.  

Developing integrity is important in this course precisely because integrity is important in all areas of life.  If we don't have integrity in small things, if we find it possible to justify plagiarism, cheating, or shoddy work in areas that don't seem important to us now, how will we resist doing the same in areas that really do matter?  For example, what will happen when money might be at stake, or the possibility of advancement, or our esteem in the eyes of others?  You will almost certainly find yourself in ethically charged situations when you leave here.  Whether it will be the temptation to eat hours to make yourself look better, the client who wants you to do something really gray on their tax return, or opportunity to fudge your expense account—these and countless other situations may arise.  You need to have developed and practiced personal integrity ahead of time so that when these situation arise you recognize the ethical dilemma and have trained yourself to make the ethical choice.  You will not suddenly do the right thing when you get into these situations if you have made a practice of compromising your integrity in other decisions.  In fact, if you haven’t started to make yourself aware of these issues in advance you might not even recognize situations as ethical dilemmas. 

The ethical literature discusses the concept of the "slippery slope" which, essentially says that once an individual starts down the path of wrong choices it becomes easier to justify taking further steps down an unethical path.  In effect, your conscience becomes inured because of the rationalization you have done to justify actions already taken.  We do not have to look far in the real world to find examples of how individuals started by doing something small wrong, and ended up in horrible situations.  The venerable Barings Bank of England provides an excellent case in point.
  One of Baring’s top Japanese Nikkei futures trader, Nick Leeson, started his fraud by trying to protect a young woman trader who worked for him.  He covered up her relatively small bad trade and in the process he found out the controls at Barings weren’t what they should have been. $1.2 BILLION dollars later, his bad trades resulted in the collapse of one of the most respected banks in England.  Too far away from home for you?  How about the  57 year-old grandmother, Marilynn Bozec, who was the bookkeeper of a Waukesha company.  She started stealing by stealing $4,849 from her company to get her daughter out of debt.  She told prosecutors she intend to pay it back, but never got around to it.  What she did do instead, was find out that no one was watching the outgoing checks! Last semester she was convicted of a $1.2 million dollar embezzlement.
   I trust most of you read these examples and think you could never do such a thing.  Nick Leeson certainly didn’t think he was capable of it—he later wrote how appalling his actions were when he reflected on them. Nether did Marilyn, at the trial she expressed her disbelief regarding her actions and kept apologizing to her children and the judge But the bottom line is that the research shows that the if pressure to commit fraud is there and the opportunity to do so (e.g. lack of internal controls) is also present, there is a 7 out of 10 chance that we will make the wrong choice!!!
   For example, let’s assume you have a pregnant wife (so you need insurance), you just bought your brand new dream house last year  (with a big mortgage), you have three kids in braces, two in college, and your widowed mother just lost her life savings (through no fault of her own) so you will be supporting her also.  Furthermore, the economy is not good, the stock market has taken a dive along with your portfolio, and you have had several professional friends who have been out of work for the last year. You know your company is not going to make budget if the Sales VP doesn’t get a major sales contract she has been working on signed by the end of December.  Consequently bonuses of all executives (including yours) will not be paid, stock options will not be granted and thousands of shareholders will suffer a loss in the stock price. Miraculously, the sales contract gets signed on January 1ST 12:01 AM and the pressure on you to book these revenues in the previous year is overwhelming.  The Sales VP and CEO have repeatedly visited you talking about what a great team player you have been and how they know you will help them through this tough time.  They have repeatedly pointed out to you that it is not that they don’t have the contract signed and that you would be booking those revenues for first quarter next year.  The last visit from the CEO included a not very subtle suggestion that you might be happier working somewhere else.  When you reflect on it, the one-minute distinction really does seem a little “picky” on your part.   Sound too far-fetched for you?  It happened recently to CFO Peter Lynch at the highflying company which let the dot.com crash of the economy.  As Michael Layton, the Internet whiz kid CEO of  MicroStrategy, said afterwards when discussing the  $350,000 fines paid to the SEC by himself, the CFO, and the top sales executive: 

There's a difference between 11:59 and 12:01, the last day of March," Saylor said in a Washington Post interview in June 1999. "One of them is you go to jail if the thing gets signed at 12:01 [and you record it the day before]. One of them is the stock is up $500 million and the other one is you've just torched the life and livelihood of a thousand families."

So how do we avoid ever getting into these positions in the first place, or if we do find our self in a bad position find the courage to do the right thing.  The answer is that we practice integrity in all that we do.  When it comes to financial statements, everyone is relying on the company accountants and their auditors and we simply must get it right.  The way we get it right is by doing things right every day, especially in our schoolwork and in the jobs we currently hold. Personal integrity is not a quality that we are born to naturally.  That is why our parents have to teach us not to take things that aren’t ours and not to lie.  It's a quality of character we need to nurture, and this requires practice in both our personal life and our academic life (which is the precursor of our professional life).  We can only be a person of integrity if we practice it every day. We can all learn a lesson from Jerry Rice, the all-time leading pass receiver in the NFL.  He is famous for his work ethic and his commitment during practice sessions.  On every practice play, be it a running play or passing play, be it whether he is the intended target or just a decoy, he runs that passing pattern perfectly.  Day after day, for the last seventeen years! He knows what we need to know.  That is, if you make a habit out of doing the right things ALL the time, then you will automatically do them when it really counts.  For us as accountants, financial information is when it really counts and we just absolutely must get our jobs done right. And when we don’t because we make an unethical choice, the consequences go on and on.  We don’t just affect and shame ourselves, our parents, our spouses, our children—we also affect countless innocent employees, investors, creditors, suppliers, and all their spouses and children, etc.  It is too soon to know what the undoubtedly far-reaching consequences of the spectacular demise of Enron will be.  But we know for sure that individuals at Enron with CPA licenses must have known (or are at least negligent for not knowing) that something serious was amiss in their books.  And the failure of Andersen to protect the investing public from what is likely to turn out to be the biggest financial fraud in history will surely go down as one of the saddest days in our profession.  The number of individuals already affected by the actions of just a few is tremendous.

So what does integrity involve for each of us in this course? I note that these are my beliefs regarding academic integrity; I has searched extensively and not found any “authoritative” listing of exactly what academic integrity requires. 

The principles of academic integrity for me as the professor require that I:

· Do my best to prepare current, informative lectures and deliver them in a positive learning environment. 

· Answer your questions to the best of my ability and in a constructive manner.  This includes honestly acknowledging when I don’t know the answer and finding it out for you, if possible.

· Respect you and your time, by showing up for class and office hours on time, and setting aside other times if needed.

· Prepare exams that fairly cover materials presented in this course and monitor those exams so that honest students will not be disadvantaged by other students who might choose to cheat if given the opportunity.

· Fairly grade all students based on their individual academic performances. 

· Let you know if I have a problem with your performance or attitude in my course.

The principles of academic integrity for you as students require that you:

· Attend class regularly, coming prepared to learn and work hard, and ready to be respectful your fellow students.

· Set aside enough time in your life, and start early enough, to do your own work and to do it well.  Academic integrity also requires that you do not share your work with others.

· Prepare for the exams to the best of your ability and make sure that you don’t seek help or give it to others on exams.

· Let me know when the material is unclear or you are having problems in the course so I can assist you, if possible.

· Inform me if you, at anytime, become aware that one of the other student(s) is cheating in the class.

Since this last aspect of academic integrity may make you uncomfortable, let me address this most difficult question of academic integrity. On the one hand, honest students want to learn in environments where competition is fair, integrity is respected, and cheating is punished. On the other hand it is very uncomfortable to tell (rat, squeal) on another student(s).  However, it is better to do this than abet the deception.  Some would argue that the dishonest students are only hurting themselves, so you should mind your own business.  BUT THAT SIMPLY ISN’T TRUE!!!! Clearly, if the class is based on a curve, then the dishonest students create an uneven playing field and might be robbing honest students of the grade they deserve while receiving rewards they don’t deserve.  But even if the course isn’t based on a curve, the honest students can suffer if the reputation for cheating in the program gets out into the business community.  Who would want to hire a student from a program known for widespread cheating?  Would you want to have your company’s financial statements prepared by someone who cheated in Intermediate?  What about having your tax return prepared by someone who cheated in tax?  Or having an audit done by someone who cheated in Auditing?  Of course you wouldn’t, and neither would anyone else!!!! The honest students are hurt when their potential employers decide that transcripts from the school can no longer be relied upon to represent knowledge learned.   Thus you need to tell the instructor so that the reputation of the program, and your future career opportunities are protected.  However, there is more than that involved,  you also need to consider what is the right thing for that fellow student even though they have made a terrible decision.  If that student isn’t stopped and provided with a life changing experience now in school, chances are they will make similar unethical decisions in the business world bringing shame and disgrace to themselves and their families, and harm to their companies/clients and their employees, investors, suppliers, creditors, and, importantly, to our profession.  That student will also never know the pride and accomplishment that goes along with working hard and earning a good grade, but they will know that little piece of humanity that goes out of themselves when they cheat.   So you can see that academic integrity, as with so much in life, involves a system of interconnected rights and responsibilities that reflect our mutual dependence upon one another.  The success of our individual efforts in this course, as with so much in life, depends on all of us conscientiously exercising our right and living up to our responsibilities.  And the failure of any of us-- even just one of us—to do what is required will diminish, however slightly, the opportunity for the rest of us to achieve our goals. 

All this goes to say that I will do my best to live up to my responsibilities.  If you feel I’ve failed to do so, you have every right to call me on it.  And if you don’t think I have responded appropriately, you should bring it to the attention of my dean.  At the same time, I have a right to expect that you will live up to your responsibilities.  If I sense that you are not doing so, I consider it a matter of my academic integrity to call you on it.  If the matter involves cheating you should anticipate that I will absolutely pursue the matter.  You should anticipate that even the slightest sign of a lack of integrity on your part (such as giving someone else your five point homework assignment to look at) will result—at a minimum—in an F for the course and a permanent mark on your record.  Finally, you should know that I am doing all of this because I care very much about you, your future and the reputation of our program.  I am committed to doing whatever I have to do to make sure you have a learning environment where competition is fair, integrity is respected, and cheating is punished.
Note:  Although I wrote the vast majority of this letter, the original idea was developed by the Center for Academic Integrity (http://www.academicintegrity.org) and Professor Taylor (Professor of Political Science at Oakton College) and is used by generic permission. I also extend  permission to use any or all of the material in this letter in any way that is consistent with its purpose of promoting academic integrity. 

� Webster” defines integrity as having steadfast adherence to a strict moral or ethical code.


� “Risky Business:  Nick Leeson, Global Derivatives Trading, and the Fall of Barings Bank”, Postcript 2001 by Charles Hill. Pp.369-374.


� “Convicted embezzler gets 3 yeats in prison” Milwaukee Journal, Novermber 12, 2001.


� To Stop A Thief (still need cite of this article) and Red Flags Video produced by the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners.


�“Once Defiant, MicroStrategy Chief Contritely Faces SEC” http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A11212-2002Jan7.html





