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Dear Mr. Chair and members of the Committee, 
 
For the past eleven months, I have served on the University of Virginia’s Honor Committee.  
This experience has been invaluable, and my participation on the Committee has allowed me to 
review reports of Honor offenses, discuss possible changes to the Honor System’s structure, and 
have conversations with the students I represent about their concerns with the System.  Although 
I was fortunate to sit on the Committee with a group of motivated students who were sincere in 
their beliefs about the Honor Code, the inability of the Honor Committee to address the 
persistent deficiencies of the Honor System has caused my beliefs to change over my term. 
 
I have now come to a basic conclusion about the direction that the Honor System must take to 
remain relevant: the Board of Visitors should rescind the authority it has granted to the student-
run Honor Committee and restructure the System in a way that is fairer, more logical, and 
includes significant faculty participation. 
 
There are many significant defects of the Honor System.  First, many students are reluctant to 
take action when they see an Honor offense.  A 2008 survey showed that a minority of students 
felt they would report an event that they witnessed, with most students saying they would not or 
were uncertain if they would report.  Of the 28 percent of students who claimed to have 
witnessed an offense, only 2.4 percent made a report to the Honor Committee.  Clearly, a large 
number of students does not believe that the current Honor System is the appropriate venue for 
addressing violations of the Honor Code. 
 
Second, the Honor Committee frequently assumes that more education about the Honor System, 
its benefits, and the types of cheating will increase reports.  This is a fallacy, for no amount of 
awareness will address the natural psychological aversion that people have to filing Honor 
charges.  The reasons behind this reluctance to report align perfectly with common sense: people 
do not want to be responsible for causing another student’s dismissal, do not want to get 
involved, or do not believe that many offenses are serious enough to warrant expulsion.  What 
students lack is a commitment to the Honor System, not an understanding. 
 
Finally, there are many aspects of the Honor System that seem inconsistent and arbitrary.  Some 
instances of cheating are punished, while others are not.  Some professors choose to report 
students, while others do not.  Some behaviors that seem very dishonorable do not come under 
the Honor Committee’s jurisdiction.  A lack of defined, rational sanctions for defined offenses is 
part of the problem.  However, another issue arises from the rapid turnover on the Honor 
Committee (whose members sit on investigative panels) and the slightly less rapid turnover 



within the support officer pools (whose participants gather evidence and represent both parties at 
trials).  While I have no reason to question the seriousness with which these students take their 
tasks, I feel that having faculty or administrators take over investigative and trial responsibilities 
would result in less outcome variance over time and greater sensitivity to the circumstances of 
students. 
 
One year ago, I had high hopes that the current Honor Committee could begin to tackle the 
problems endemic to the Honor System by enacting structural reform. Many Committee 
members voiced support for an “informed retraction,” a policy that would allow students the 
chance to admit to their offense and receive a punishment less severe than expulsion.  A majority 
of the Committee seemed to appreciate that students openly tolerate cheating in part because of 
the Single Sanction’s harshness.  There was also a feeling that forgiveness itself is an honorable 
act and that the Honor System should allow for a student to learn from his or her mistake and 
remain in the community.   
 
Yet the Committee defeated two versions of the informed retraction.  This ultimate lack of action 
has led me to believe that the Honor Committee as it is currently structured is incapable of 
making difficult but necessary decisions.  There are three reasons for this failure: first, almost all 
Committee members only serve a single term.  Because University elections occur in February 
and new Committee members assume their positions in April, no serious discussions of new 
policies can take place until the fall.  Then, the Committee has little more than a semester to 
enact changes—a timetable that is too ambitious for many Committee members.  The lack of 
continuity between Committees ensures that even worthwhile reform proposals will not 
necessarily receive consideration in the future. 
 
Second, a majority of Committee members comes from the support officer pool.  While this 
means that Committee members have expertise in the Honor System’s procedures, it also results 
in a Committee that strongly believes in maintaining the design of the current system because its 
members have spent their college careers working through it.  This produces little ideological 
diversity on the Committee and a weak desire to push for ambitious changes. 
 
Third, the Committee has a tendency to fall into the “opinion trap.”  The opinion trap is the 
notion that the Honor Committee cannot take the lead on ambitious structural reforms without 
the clear, unambiguous endorsement of student opinion.  While I believe that the student body 
should have input for changes to the Honor System, the vast majority of students give little to no 
thought about the operation of the Honor System.  The many empty chairs at every Honor 
Committee meeting—even when we discuss weighty matters—indicates a lack of enthusiasm 
and perhaps a lack of buy-in when it comes to Honor. 
 
Furthermore, clear and unambiguous public opinion is as uncommon for the Honor System as it 
is for policy issues in the real world.  The Honor System is simply not salient enough for 
students to devise strong opinions.  That is why the University elects leaders from each school—
people who know more and care more about the Honor System—to exercise their judgment 
when evaluating policies that the Committee devises.  Yet if each succeeding Honor Committee 
uses the opinion trap as a reason for inaction, the only changes to the Honor System will be 
minor alterations to procedures that fail to address the serious defects of the System. 



 
The Board of Visitors is the only entity that can restore some relevance to the Honor System.  To 
do that, it must rescind the authority that it has granted to the student-run Honor Committee 
pursuant to §23-76 of the Virginia Code and take the following three steps: 
 

1. Enact a set of fair and proportional punishments as an alternative to the Single 
Sanction.  The Single Sanction may be an appropriate punishment to some people when 
issues of academic integrity are concerned, but it also disenchants many students and 
instructors who are otherwise supportive of the Honor Code.  The University of Virginia 
is an outlier among institutions with Honor Codes with respect to its sanction, and I do 
not believe that the Single Sanction’s existence proves that our students are more 
honorable or that our community is more secure than anywhere else in the country.  To 
the extent that the Single Sanction does not allow for second chances, learning from 
one’s mistakes, or the ability to apologize and remain at the University, it dissuades many 
individuals from enforcing the Honor Code by bringing cases of cheating before the 
Honor Committee.  The Board should institute a range of sanctions for initial offenses, 
retaining expulsion only for repeated, serious behaviors. 

 
2. Establish an Honor System primarily run by faculty and which allows for student 

participation.  It is important to have an Honor System that is accountable to the student 
body, but there are other stakeholders involved.  The faculty are presumably the experts 
on matters of academic integrity and their longevity can create an institutional knowledge 
of investigations and sanctioning that would result in a greater stability of outcomes. 

 
3. Ensure that there is a consistent response across the range of dishonorable 

behaviors.  Proponents of the Honor System regularly cite its establishment of a 
“community of trust,” where students can be taken at their word to act honorably and 
with integrity at all times.  But for such a theoretically all-encompassing institution, many 
students do not understand why the Honor System only punishes a small category of 
offenses.  If a student who is found to have cheated is automatically expelled, why does 
the same not happen to a student who assaults his girlfriend or to a group of students that 
harasses someone because of his sexual orientation?  There are arguably dozens of 
behaviors that diminish trust to a greater degree in the community than lying, cheating, 
and stealing.  Such dissonance breeds skepticism of the Honor System and disdain for the 
students who run it.  The Board should either punish other actions as harshly as cheating 
or, more reasonably, lessen the punishment for cheating. 

 
I know that it will be difficult to retreat from established practices of student self-governance.  
But the current apathy about the Honor System, widespread aversion to its procedures, and 
seeming inability of any Honor Committee to address these problems requires bold action from 
the Board of Visitors. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Michael Karlik 
 
Honor Committee Representative, Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy 


