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May 10, 1993 





DEPARTMENT OF FAMILY PRACTICE COLLEGE OF MEDICINE, A 111 GIVEN BUILDING BURLINGTON, VERMONT 05405·0063 (802) 656·4330 





Dr. Thomas R. Tritton vice Provost 


349 Waterman Building 





Dear Dr. Tritton: 





I am writing in my capacity as faculty advisor to Shelly Bankston and Jeff chung. My goal is to have any penalty provided fit the circumstance and to assure that once the penalty is paid, the students are not put in a position that would jeopardize their future. Indeed, this obviously is the intent of the College since they stated they would not carry this in the students' transcript. However, there are mitigating circumstances which did not seem to be understood or acknowledged by the hearing committee. 





There is no rationale for students to change answers which have little or no effect on their grade, nor for seven students to be involved independently unless there are extenuating circumstances. These circumstances could include undue stress, confusion, frustration, or fear. ~-According to the data gathered from other students in the class who were not tnvolved in changing answers, it appears they have a different perception from the professor regarding confusion about the regrading. (I have several students who have been in contact with me who are willing to help you assess this issue.) It is unclear why the Department, in possession of answer sheets, having themselves made an error, did not just see it clear to make the changes rather than involving the students. The confusion that existed in the minds of the students came at a time when there was significant stress with other classes. There is excellent documentation that medical school is highly stressful and, despite the feelings of some of the faculty that this is a positive school for students (which it is in general), it does not negate the studies that show the high level of depression which occurs in the winter months for medical students. 





Looking at the specific behavior of Mr. Chung and Ms. Bankston, it appears clear that they were effected by the confusion and the stress of the moment. Mr. Chung chose to change one answer out of his frustration of not being able to reach a professor. He admits that he made an error in judgment. If the intent was to cheat in order to increase his grade, why did he not change several answers to really make some significant improvement? His grade was already in a strong passing range and one point would make little difference. Only a student under significant stress would act in such a manner. 


Similarly, Ms. Bankston changed one answer. This was to a question for which she already received credit but was incorrectly graded. She changed the answer so as not to lose the credit she already had. Again, passing or failing was not an issue. This situation would only result from a level of stress, confusion and fear. 





Based upon the fact that both of these individuals have had excellent records prior to coming to medical school and have performed well since, one would have to believe that the behavior to change one question was induced by a stress disorder. 





Although punishment is appropriate, it is also important that the College acknowledge that is shares responsibility. The following flaws wer,e noted: 





The original letter to the students was in error and unclear regarding their charge. 


The students were no~ well informed of the process. 
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c) 





The College, once having decided to move this process to the University, then had an obligation to act as supporters of the students. Instead, it left it up to students to find their own advisors who were even more unfamiliar with the process. 


There was a meeting of the accuser, associate dean of the College, and the president's assistant at which sanctions were agreed upon. The hearing committee was aware of these sanctions. The accuser should not have been involved in determining sanctions and the hearing committee should not have known about these previous deliberations. 


The hearing presenter had taken testimony from the accuser but did not appear to have gathered any information from the class regarding confusion over the grading of the exam. The .presenter provided only one side of the story to the hearing committee. 


The hearing committee duplicated the sanctions of the prior deliberations even though they had the power to create their own sanctions. This raises a significant concern: Did they understand their ability to make their own decision? 


Although stated in the committee charge that this was not to be adversarial, it certainly had that tone w~th the presenter providing one side of t.he story, and the accusers their own testimony. The articles about students cheating and later being dishonest were· considered without the committee having the ability to read them ahead of time and make a judgment about their applicability or about the quality of the studies. Indeed, careful reading of these articles raises some strong points in behalf of the students, but this fact was not evident in the testimony. 


Although I am unable to reveal my source, it is my understanding that the arguments by at least two of the students who were exonerated were very weak. This, then, makes the severe punishment of t.hos e that were honest seem even more unjust. 





d) 





e) 





f) 





g) 





h) 





Any punishment given for an error, should fit the situation and be consistent with the punishments provided by the University in other situations. It is clear to me that this punishment has more far-reaching effects than imagined by the hearing committee •. First, the errors that were made were not premeditated nor was the intention one of cheating in order to increase their grade. Their decisions clearly were made under stress, and, as they reflect little or no gain for the students, were not as serious as the punishment appears. Second, when a punishment is given and then met, there should be no ongoing major consequence. This is clearly the intent of the College by saying it will not put this situation as part of the transcript. Yet each time these students apply for hospital privileges, a state license, or to join a group practice they will have to explain this year of time away from school. Unless they choose to lie, there is a lifetime sentence imposed; this seems excessive. Third, the punishment may have a major effect on their student loans. 





It seems to me extremely inconsistent that the University recently gave a faculty member six months probation for a much more serious crime. The University can not ignore this recent decision and should not exhibit a double standard in its treatment of faculty and students. 





THESE STUDENTS ARE HIGH QUALITY PEOPLE WHO HAVE PROVEN THIS IN MANY WAYS IN THEIR LIVES, NOT THE LEAST OF WHICH IS THEIR HONESTY THROUGHOUT THIS DIFFICULT SITUATION. THEY HAVE ALREADY PAID A SEVERE PENALTY FOR THEIR ERROR. I DO NOT BELIEVE THAT THEY WILL EVER FORGET THIS EXPERIENCE AND THE LESSON THAT THEIR ACTIONS HAVE CONSEQUENCES. I WOULD HOPE WE CAN PROVIDE THEM WITH A SENSE OF 





/ 
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FAIRNESS IN THE SYSTEM. A FAR MORE REASONABLE APPROACH TO SANCTIONS SHOULD BE TAKEN. 





This document is submitted with sincere concern for the students and the institution. I would be happy to answer any questions that might arise. 





Louis I. Hochheiser, M.D. Professo~ and Chairman Department of Family Practice 





:r----- 
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