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How much of a problem are essay mills?

Can we really know how many students pay for essays? We can see demand from comparison sites – 946 listed



❑ Based on a survey of UK higher education institutions

❑ Input from sector experts and students

❑Written for the UK higher education sector but 

applicable globally

❑ Areas covered:

➢ Education and training for staff

➢ Education for students

➢ Reducing opportunities to cheat

➢ Detection

➢ Regulations and policies

QAA guidance 2nd edition 

June 2020



“I hope this guidance, along with innovations in technology, will help protect the 

integrity of our world-leading higher education and prevent students turning to 

contract cheating.”

Universities Minister Michelle Donelan

“I welcome the new guidance published by QAA which will help our institutions 

combat the use of essay mills, particularly in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic.”

Richard Lochhead, Scotland’s Minister for Further Education, Higher 

Education and Science 

“I welcome the publication of this new guidance from QAA to help our higher 

education sector combat the pernicious effects of contract cheating and essay mills.”

Kirsty Williams, Wales’ Minister for Education 

Ministerial endorsements 



The key findings and recommendations

❑ Essay mills operate effective marketing techniques that use the channels 

preferred by students. We are increasingly hearing of practices such as blackmail 

and extortion 

❑Identifying a strategic lead with responsibility for staff training and institutional   

coordination can help improve detection of essay mill use

❑Assessment design can help reduce opportunities to cheat, but no assessment 

should ever be considered cheat proof



The key findings and recommendations

❑ Technology can help detect the use of essay mills, but is most 

effective when used by experienced staff with knowledge of the 

student

❑ Essay mills have sought to exploit students who are feeling 

vulnerable or anxious, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Effective institutional and peer support can help

❑ Staff and students should be aware of, or be able to easily access, 

information and procedures to follow to report a suspicion of 

academic misconduct



❑With over 100 universities and colleges as signatories

❑ Drafted in collaboration with experts, higher education   

institutions and students 

❑ It demonstrates the sector getting on the front foot 

❑ To be ‘launched’ in April 2021

❑ Contains seven principles demonstrating institutional 

commitment 

❑ It’s about protecting and promoting academic integrity 

QAA’s Academic Integrity Charter 



Academic Integrity Charter principles 

❑ Everyone is responsible as part of a ‘whole community’ approach

❑ Taking a ‘whole community’ approach 

❑ Working together as a sector

❑ Engaging with and empowering students 

❑ Engaging and empowering staff 

❑ Consistent and effective institutional policies and practices 

❑ Institutional autonomy 



What else is happening? 

This is a global issue with no single or simple solution. Ultimately these are 

commercial entities. If they aren’t making money then they have no reason to 

continue.

❑ Legislation in the UK?

❑ Campaigning to raise awareness 

❑ Working with international partners

❑ Challenging online platforms; Google, Facebook, PayPal, YouTube  
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