Chapter 7

Ethical Dilemma: A High School Teacher Must Deal with Plagiarizing Students

What would you do if you were Christine Pelton?

Response #1:
The pressure for students to get good grades, coupled with the “I didn’t know that copying directly from the Internet is cheating” defense has resulted in marked increase in cheating. However, the lack of support from administration and parents regarding academic integrity makes it difficult to enforce honesty policies.

If Christine does what the board wants, then her warnings of the consequences of cheating mean nothing. The lesson students will learn is that they are in control; all they need to do is to tell their parents who will put pressure on the board to get their grades changed. If she disregards the board, the consequences could be severe – from harassment from parents and students, a reprimand placed in her personnel record, to the loss of her job. Perhaps an alternative to explore is to seek a position in a school district that values and supports student integrity.

Response #2:
By turning a cheek to cheating students the school board sets a dangerous precedent. Students will be reinforced to view cheating as okay as long as their parents complain. This is unfair not only to the students who have to compete against cheaters to get into college but also the cheaters themselves who will never learn how to make their way through life honestly and with a little hard work. If Christine simply lowers her standards she is being unfair to the students who did their own work and earned the grades honestly. Based on expectancy theory these honest students’ motivation is likely to decrease later in their school careers because of their perception of their efforts versus those who cheated. This is not a precedent honest students should come to expect. They should continue their high school and college careers confident that hard work pays off with recognition and achievement. Christine should not change the grades and she should resign her position in protest over the school board’s lack of support. This appears a better option than being fired for refusing to follow the school board’s order to change the grades—a cause for dismissal. Being fired would hurt Christine’s future employment opportunities. In contrast, Christine resignation represents integrity because it she is refusing to allow cheaters to go unpunished.

