For over thirty years, final exams at Davidson have provided a year-round incentive for students to uphold the college's Honor Code.

While students don't generally have a lot of good things to say about finals, Davidson students are at least happy about how the tests are administered.  Under the Davidson Honor Code, students take “self-scheduled exams”, allowing them to tackle whatever exam they want during any of the eleven exam periods, without a proctor in the room.

"It's the crowning jewel in the Honor Code," said Rebecca Moore, a senior who chairs the college Honor Council. 

The code, signed by every entering student, states that “Every student shall be honor bound to refrain from cheating (including plagiarism). Every student shall be honor bound to refrain from stealing, from lying about official college business. Every student shall be honor bound to report immediately all violations of the Honor System which come under his or her observation.
Initiated in 1971, the benefits of self-scheduled exams give students a significant stake in making sure the Honor Code is maintained throughout the academic year. President Emeritus Samuel Spencer made that point strongly in a 1979 memo to the faculty supporting continuation of self-scheduled exams. He wrote, "Because it is a privilege that students prize and want to keep, the self-scheduled exam system injects an element of self-interest which reinforces student support of the Honor Code as a whole; -- they are an added incentive to reinforcement of the concept of a campus community based on honor."

The system for self-scheduled exams is administered by the registrar's office, and staffed by student members of the Student Government Association and Honor Council.

Here's how it works. Students purchase a thirty-cent exam envelope at the college bookstore for each course in which they will have an exam. They write their names on the envelopes and turn them in to each of their professors. Professors insert an exam in each envelope, alphabetize the envelopes by student name, and turn all their envelopes in to the registrar's office before the examination period begins. The registrar's office organizes envelopes by professor on tables in a central location in Chambers Building, the college's main administration and classroom building.

There are two three-hour exam periods per day, beginning at 9 a.m. and 2 p.m. Students who want to take an exam report to the registrar's desk and ask for the envelope from a given professor with their name on it. Students may then take their exam envelope to any of about thirty classrooms in the building, and return it to the exam center staff by the end of the exam period. 

Assurance of proper distribution and handling is guaranteed through receipts. Students sign a receipt when they pick up an exam, and receive a receipt when they turn in their envelopes to confirm those actions. When professors pick up their exams from the registrar, they also sign a receipt confirming that the exam is in their hands. "From the time the professor puts the exam in the envelope, we know where it is," explained Hansford Epes, college registrar.

There are no professors or monitors in the classrooms where exams are taken. Students may leave the room and wander the building as they wish, but are on their honor at all times not to cheat.  Epes pointed out that the system also helps prevent cheating because students are taking different exams in the same room, and glancing at another student's paper would offer no help in most cases. 

Students are also on their honor not to say anything about their exams at all; -- not even mentioning whether it was hard or easy; -- until the entire exam period is over.


The system allows students more time to prepare for exams in the subjects they find most difficult, and also gives "eager beavers" the option of finishing all their exams quickly to get a jump on the holiday vacation! Some students have favorite rooms in which to take all their exams, while others feel most comfortable taking an exam in the room in which that class is held. Unless students are taking an open book exam in one of the three rooms set aside for that purpose, they must leave their books outside the Chambers Building.


Instructions for self-scheduled exams are printed on the front of each exam envelope. The forty members of the Honor Council support the system by visiting halls of first-year students in the week before fall semester exams to explain the system and answer questions.

Epes concluded, "The fact that students have the ability to design their own schedule relieves some of the pressure. They feel like they have some control over a system in which many perceive they have no power. It's a piece of it they can control."

