
Cheating in the Classroom

By Stephanie Farrell

From 2005 to 2007, I served in the Peace 
Corps in the West African country of 
Mauritania. I was stationed in a small 
town, alternately dusty and muddy 
according to the season, but almost 
always hot, and there I taught English at a 
local high school.  

 I arrived in Mauritania an idealist, eager 
to put into practice my learning from 
graduate school, and also eager to 
somehow “give back” to the world. In 
retrospect, while I did gain a better 
perspective on teaching per se, I 
discovered that giving back to me meant 
simply being there and establishing 
contact with the locals – exchanging 
greets with my neighbors, sipping 
bittersweet mint tea with them, and 
belting out “Every Sha la la la la” (from 
the Carpenter’s Yesterday Once More) 
with my students. 

I came to discover, however, that while I 
had felt myself flexible and ready to 
adapt to new and different situations, 
there were areas of conviction which I 
felt were absolute and about which I 
would not, in conscience, act or feel any 
different than I had before my arrival in 
the little city on the banks of the Senegal 
River. One of these beliefs had to do with 
cheating.

Growing up, I was taught that cheating 
was bad. I remember how in elementary 
school, we used to prop up our textbooks 
during tests so that students sitting next 
to us couldn’t see our answers. My college 
had a set of “honor codes”, and cheaters 
could get expelled if caught. Cheating 
could never be acceptable, and there was 
no tolerance for it.

Cheating was very common in Mauritania. 
My students knew what it was, but they 
seemed not to think it was unethical. To 

them, it meant helping each other 
succeed. In the West, people tend to 
think of themselves as individuals, but in 
Mauritania people consider themselves a 
community. To my surprise, many of the 
Mauritanian teachers told me they took a 
lax stance on cheating. They said it was 
too much work to monitor the students’ 
every move, and they would rather look 
the other way. Furthermore, even if a 
student were to fail his/her class, it was 
very likely that a relative working in the 
school administration could change the 
grade to a pass. 

It was nearly impossible to prevent 
cheating. Students sat close to one 
another, making it easy to copy off each 
other’s tests. The back row students were 
difficult to monitor. Students used 
innovative methods of cheating: tiny 
pieces of paper hidden inside their 
garments, or crumpled balls of paper 
(presumably with the answers) dropped 
onto the floor by a smart student so 
others could copy. 

 Did this mean that I should give up and 
allow cheating in my class? I decided that 
no, cheating was cheating. I was their 
teacher, and I was going to decide my 
own rules. I instituted a zero-tolerance 
policy for cheating. If I saw any signs of 
cheating, that was an automatic zero for 
the student. Of course I did not take 
pleasure in catching cheaters and taking 
their papers away, but I had to do this to 
let them know I was serious. It seemed 
that the number of cheaters decreased 
after that. They did care about their 
grades.

 At the end of my second year teaching, I 
saw my star pupil, Hawa Sy, cheating on 
her final. I had taken away two other 
cheaters’ finals already that same day. To 
be fair to everyone, I took Hawa’s paper 
away. She pleaded to retake the test, and 
I could tell that she was sincerely sorry.  
She sat at her desk until all the other test 
takers had left. Still, I shook my head and 
told her to leave. 
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Though I pretended to be resolute in my 
decision, inside I felt uncomfortable. Yes, 
Hawa was well-aware of my no-cheating 
policy. Yes, Hawa had cheated on her 
test. Yes, I had to be fair to the other 
cheaters. On the other hand, up until 
then, I had never seen Hawa cheat. She 
had always sat at the front of my class, 
and I could always count on her to give 
me the correct answers when no one else 
knew. The worst part was that I knew that 
she would have done well on this final 
test without having cheated.

I wondered what was on her mind. How 
was this going to affect her attitude 
towards learning English? What if she 
started hating English because of me? On 
a more selfish note, I didn’t want her to 
hate me, and I wanted to end my 
teaching stint in Mauritania with a 
positive feeling. 

I sought the advice of several people – 
another volunteer-friend teaching in the 
capital city, the headmaster of my high 
school, and even my director at Peace 
Corps. They all seemed to say that it was 
up to me. (However, one of my good 
Mauritanian friends said that I should give 
Hawa a break. It was going to be summer 
vacation soon, and that I should be 
generous.  Actually, this made me more 
resolute in not wanting to pardon her.)
 In the end, I gave Hawa a zero for that 
final. To this day, I don’t know if I did the 
right thing, and I guess I will never know. 
I somehow doubt that after that incident, 
I became Hawa’s hero, and she stopped 
cheating for good. This incident was just 

one of the many reminders that I came 
from another place, and consequently, my 
ideas differed greatly from theirs. 

 Justification for my existence in 
Mauritania was very important to me – 
otherwise, I don’t know how I would have 
lasted for two sweltering dusty years. At 
the beginning of my stay in Mauritania, I 
had quite lofty goals for my students. 
While most high school students in 
Mauritania did not go on to university, I 
dreamed that perhaps one of my students 
would beat the odds, get a scholarship to 
go abroad to an English-speaking 
university in a place like Scotland or 
America, study economic development or 
conservation of the environment, come 
back to Mauritania, and make a 
difference to his/her country. 

 The longer I stayed, however, the more I 
found that reason for my stay in 
Mauritania to be embedded in the now 
than in the future. I came to understand 
that I was there so that my students could 
get to know someone from a distant 
country, and that I could get to know 
them – an exchange of cultures. 
Disagreements were a given, but they 
were welcome because they encouraged 
thought. Maybe Hawa remembers me as 
an uptight and unmerciful teacher – after 
all, most other teachers would have let 
her off the hook. So let’s imagine that 
Hawa does resent me for what I did to 
her. Even then, it would mean that I 
wasn’t forgotten, and that a small yet 
significant intercultural exchange had 
occurred between the two of us.
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