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Ethics at Work

Not as Pure as the Driven Snow:  
Teachers Falling from Pedestals in  
Culture of Numbers
By Marianne M. Jennings, JD

In an episode of “Leave It to Beaver,” the 
television series that ran from 1958-1963, 

Theodore Cleaver’s mother, June, has his 
teacher, Miss Landers, over for dinner.  
Miss Landers is wearing a sleeveless dress 
and Theodore is shocked to see her “bare 
arms.”  And he somehow cannot take 
his eyes off her open shoes because he 
somehow didn’t think she had toes.  

Theodore was like most of us during our 
elementary school years.  We placed our 
teachers on pedestals because they knew 
so much, they taught us so much, and 
they disciplined us when we crossed lines 
that they made clear through the rules 
of classroom and school.  The pedestal 
and thinking of them as toeless sprung 
from our perception that of all the people 
in our lives teachers were different, they 
were above the fray.  They knew the rules, 
they honored those rules, and they had 
the moral authority to enforce those rules. 
Teachers were a source of constancy in 
our lives. 

What is happening today?

The moral authority and constancy are in 
jeopardy according to a study released by 
Audrey Amrein-Beardsley, David Berliner, 
and Sharon Rideau. The study, “Cheating 
in the First, Second, and Third Degree: 
Educators’ Responses to High-Stakes 
Testing,” 18 Education Policy Analysis 
1 (2010), is a toe-curling look at the 
behaviors and thoughts of teachers vis-à-
vis their students’ performances on state 
exams that determine school funding, job 
retention, and their students’ graduation 
rates. In short, these test scores determine 
evaluations. Here is an intriguing excerpt 
from the article’s introduction:

We know that many educators are 
discouraged by high-stakes testing 
and fearful of their results—results 
that are used to make consequential 
decisions, largely determined by state 

and federal policies, specifically the 
stronger accountability policies written 
into the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001. In effect (Haver, 2004; Nichols, 
Glass, & Berliner, 2005), not only 
have educators admitted that they have 
“cheated” on high-stakes tests, they 
have acknowledged knowing colleagues 
who have cheated as well. Share a tale 
of cheating with another educator and 
in return expect a “Have I got a story 
for you!”

And a quote from a teacher:

I am a single parent, so, hell yeah; I have 
the motivation to want to have good 
scores. I don’t want to lose that money. I 
have a kid to raise. I think that we need 
to be held accountable, but when you 
tie our money to that [test results] and 
every set of kids you get is different, it is 
so frustrating…I was told by a principal 
I get all the problem children and I get all 
the low kids because they know that I will 
work with them. Is that fair? [And] the 
principals don’t care. If you can do it and 
get away with it, they want you to do it. I 
don’t care what anyone says. I have gone 
and talked to two principals in the past 
about it, and they don’t want to hear it.

As difficult as it may be to believe, 
teachers are no different from the folks 
who brought us the subprime mess. There 
are indeed bare arms and toes here. If you 
“incent” them, they will deliver. The key 

is an incentive system that is encased in 
the ethical standards of the organization. 
For example, retention and rewards are 
tied to tests scores, but if we find that 
there has been manipulation of those 
scores, disciplinary action results. It is 
clear from the study that what is and is 
not cheating is not clearly defined within 
the education system.  The study broke 
the types of cheating down into three 
degrees, listed below.

First degree cheating

a. Erased and changed answers

b. Gave answers to students

c. Pointed to correct answers

d. Changed student ID numbers in 
order to eliminate low-scoring 
students’ results

e. Did not test academically weak 
students

f. Asked students to be absent during 
test days

g. Encouraged others to cheat

Second degree cheating

h. Encouraged students to redo 
problems

i. Coached students during the test

j. Created cheat sheets for students to 
help prepare them for the tests

k. Read questions to students when 
not allowed to do so

l. Gave students extra time on exams

m. Allowed students to work on tests 
during lunch, recess, or in special 
areas

n. Allowed students to work out 
answers on scratch paper to be 
checked before they bubbled in their 
answer sheets

The key is an 
incentive system 

that is encased in the 
ethical standards of 

the organization.
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Third degree cheating

o. Made copies of tests in order to 
teach to the tests

p. Wrote down questions to prepare 
for following years’ test

q. Wrote down vocabulary words to 
teach to following years’ classes

r. Kept test booklets in order to 
familiarize students with the tests

s. Left materials on the walls knowing 
it would help students

Setting things straight

The mind knows no limits on means 
of achieving goals when the rules are 
unclear.  A look at the list and degrees 
indicates a high degree of confusion 
among teachers as to what is and is 
not acceptable behavior as they pursue 
their test scores. A simple list and/
or discussion would help clear up this 
confusion.  Translating this experience 
across to business, ethics officers might 
make a similar list of behaviors that have 
come across their desks and use it to 
develop a desk guide for acceptable and 
unacceptable organizational behaviors.

Another way to keep those arms and 
toes in their place is to carefully and 
thoughtfully define the goal and continue 
to emphasize the real goal. Teachers 
are cheating because the goal has been 
defined as test scores.  In chasing the goal 
of test scores, the schools miss the actual 
goal, which is better education for our 
youngsters.  But, if what you define and 
preach is a numbers goal only, it’s numbers 
you will get, numbers that may deprive 
you of the achievement of the real goal.  

We can draw on an example from business. 
Lehman Brothers, a longstanding Wall 
Street investment banker, was noted a 
remarkable performer in number terms 
because its return on equity just kept 
looking better and better. What the folks at 
Lehman were doing to get those numbers 
looking better and better and getting them 
greater and greater rewards was, in reality, 
self-defeating. 

Like our felons at Enron, the folks at 
Lehman had found a new, legal, and 
GAAP/FASB acceptable way for spinning 
the company’s debt off its books. When 
you have little to no debt, your ROE 
does climb. The problem is that you end 
up not only misleading outsiders about 
your achievements, you begin to believe 
it yourself and you do not do the work 
necessary to keep the organization moving, 
thriving, and, in this case, solvent. Lehman 
was forced to declare bankruptcy. One of 
Wall Street’s oldest firms collapsed because 
its goal was ill-defined.

What you see is not what you get 

If we tie this example to education, we 
see an eerie parallel. If you give kids the 
exam questions in advance, coach them 
on questions and answers during the 
exam, or even alter their answers after 
the exam, you will indeed get the good 
test scores that you need.1  You are able to 
spin the knowledge deficit off your books.  
As a result, rewards flow to schools and 
teachers in the form of funding, facilities, 
retention, and merit pay increases. 

Just as Lehman eventually collapsed 
under the weight of its illusory 
performance, so are our schools and 
testing programs feeling the weight of 
revelations about these temporary spin-
offs of poor test scores.  All the ploys, 
just like arms in sleeveless dresses and 
toes in sandals, are eventually laid bare. 
A child who performs at the top quartile 
in second grade because of the creative 
testing scores help of a teacher will land 
in third grade with falsified credentials.  
In reality, the top quartile child is in the 
bottom quartile. Summer vacation does 
take away from the knowledge base, but 
it cannot explain away that differential.

As a result of the falsification of the 
knowledge deficit, temporarily spun off 
the books, the third grade teacher has 
two choices: 1) work with these students 
to get their performance up; or 2) help 
them cheat on the exam. The second is 
easier, in the control of the teacher, and, 
interestingly, has only a slight downside. 

The Amrein-Beardsley et al. article offers 
yet another causation analysis on the 
teacher-cheating phenomenon beyond the 
lack of a correctly defined goal, which is 
the lack of meaningful enforcement for 
violations of the values surrounding the 

1 These are a few of the techniques used by Teachers.  
For an exposé on the strategies used by teachers, 
see, Jodi Upton, Denise Amos, and Anne Ryman, 
“For Teachers, Many Ways and Reasons to Cheat on 
Tests,” USA Today, March 10, 2011, p. 1A. 

goal.  A five-day unpaid suspension for 
a teacher who is caught manipulating 
test results may not be enough to deter 
cheating. However, the loss of a license 
to teach for three months (and not in the 
summer) may do it. 

If the principals and other administrators 
do not enforce the rules and values that 
surround the testing process, they can 
hardly be surprised that, according to 
this study, teacher cheating on student 
exams is rampant. The schools are just a 
tad behind the business world in learning 
the lessons of incentives and performance 
results and the value of enforcing rules 
and standards.

Now, we have the chaos that ensues when 
we realize we have really not moved 
toward our goal at all. The scores look 
great, but our children’s knowledge levels 
are worse. According to an ACT study, 
only 25% of our graduating high school 
seniors have the skills and knowledge base 
necessary to succeed in college.2 

In the zeal to get the numbers, we lost 
sight of the goal of education.  Translating 
across to business, in the zeal to get those 
numbers, we often sacrifice the company.  

Watch those arms and toes.  Just because 
they are covered up doesn’t mean they are 
not there. NP
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2 Robert Tomsho, “ACT Study Shows Students 
Unprepared,” Wall Street Journal, August 19, 2009, p. A3. 

T he mind knows 
no limits on 

means of achieving 
goals when the 
rules are unclear.

In chasing the goal 
of test scores, the 
schools miss the 

actual goal, which is 
better education for 

our youngsters.




