Tips for covering cheating
Cheating can remain hidden in plain sight for years – even in places like Atlanta where it was egregious. You have to be aggressive in your reporting and attack the question from multiple angles to build a picture of what is happening in classrooms. If cheating is widespread, people’s careers and livelihoods – at a minimum – depend on keeping it secret.  Remember this and be persistent in your questioning, if cautious about what you publish in the paper. That will keep you on solid ground.
There are many ways to cheat, and cheating is much easier than many education administrators realize or acknowledge. The most blatant form of cheating is changing students’ answers. Or teachers or administrators can fill in answers left blank by students. They can obtain early copies of the test and prepare “worksheets” or “practice exams” that include actual questions and answers from the test.
There are other ways teachers can also give inappropriate, if subtle, help. In Atlanta, teachers talked about “the look,” a disapproving or disappointed glance at a student marking an incorrect answer. If a teacher sees many students incorrectly answering a question, she can remind them to double check their answers. They can also leave inappropriately helpful material in view of the students during testing. And they can arrange seating so that poorer students can view the answer sheets of the better students.
For special education students and English language learners, special testing accommodations that allow teachers to read the test or fill in answer sheets for students can make cheating much easier. Through voice inflection, teachers can easily indicate correct answers.There is generally little oversight of these accommodations.
Also, cheating need not be on a wide scale. Sometimes making or missing federal adequate yearly progress goals or locally set targets can depend on the scores of a small subgroup of students. 
In the Atlanta case, we found cheating was widespread - with administrators pressuring teachers to achieve high scores by any means possible. Statistical analysis such as what we used, and describe here, is best at finding cheating that is egregious, because small changes on tests caused by individual cheating aren’t likely to lead to large score shifts for entire grades of students. Add an indifferent - or even hostile attitude - by district officials toward stopping cheating and you have a recipe for the kind of scandal that occurred in Atlanta. 
Rooting out cheating requires a three-pronged approach: Data, documents and interviews. Here are some tips on each.
Data: 
In our analysis, the flagged_t95 flag field was used, not to identify individual schools that might be involved in cheating, but to find concentrations of unusual test score variation at the district level. Generally, about 4.5 percent of cohorts were flagged each year in each state. By comparing the percent flagged in a district with the statewide average, you can calculate the probability that a district would have X number of cohorts flagged in a year.
When looking at individual schools, we generally use a higher bar, such as standardized residuals (resid_t) of 3 or greater. We also look for multiple score swings in several subjects and grades. And while large one-year gains are certainly suspicious, large gains followed by large drops are even more suspicious. After gaining skills one year, students don’t suddenly become incompetent.
In addition to a regression analysis, there are at least two ways to look for suspicious scores with the naked eye. One is to look for wild swings in the percentage of students in a grade passing a certain subject test from one year to the next. Follow an approximate cohort from grade to grade and see whether they go, for instance, from 4 percent passing in 3rd grade in 2009 to 90 percent passing in 4th grade in 2010 back to 5 percent passing in 5th grade in 2011. That signals a problem. 
For the second quasi-non-statistical approach, you need a ranking of schools statewide by score for a grade on a particular test. You can convert the ranking to a percentile score (1st to 99th percentile) and then look for monster jumps and dips for a grade in a particular school (going from the 5th percentile to 99th, and scoring best-in-state for instance). Both of these methods are especially useful if you are looking into complaints about a particular school or schools.
Ask schools to explain wild score swings, and push for specific details if they offer vague, generic responses. Ask if they have research showing a specific program or technique can generate such gains. Education researchers say there are few legitimate explanations for gigantic one-year gains or drops. Good teaching, bad teaching and student mobility won’t do it. Sometimes redistricting will, or more dramatic events such as the conversion of a neighborhood school to a magnet school.

High student mobility is the most common explanation by district and state officials for the wild fluctuations in test scores. Student mobility is defined by education experts as when students change schools for reasons other than grade promotion. The concern is, for example, that some fourth-graders who took the test in 2009 would leave the school and be replaced by new students who would take the test in 2010. Some educators claim these new students cause test results to rise or fall.

For student mobility to cause an extraordinary rise in scores, however, all incoming students would have to be excellent test takers and all exiting students poor test takers. This is unlikely, experts say, because schools generally draw students from the same neighborhoods, and students with similar backgrounds generally tend to perform comparably.
Further, if mobility were a major cause of extreme fluctuations in test scores, then most or all districts with high mobility rates would have unusual scores. But high mobility is characteristic of virtually all urban, high-poverty districts, and many such districts, like Chicago and Cleveland, do not have high concentrations of large test-score swings. Many districts speculated that mobility may be a cause for score swings, but none were able to give us data showing that was the case.
Other tests:

In Atlanta, students took “benchmark” tests about a month before statewide testing to tell teachers where to focus their lessons. If the results from low-stakes tests such as these don’t reflect the big gains on high-stakes tests, that can further support the suspicious nature of the gains. The Iowa Test of Basic Skills, or other nationally normed tests, can also be great points of comparison.
Erasure analysis:

To accurately score test answer sheets, testing companies collect data about how darkness of each answer bubble on each question. This data can also be used to detect erasures and answer changes. A handful of states pay their testing contractor to conduct such an erasure analysis, and may be a public record, depending on individual state laws.

If erasure analysis data is available, then a correlation between unusual jumps in scores with high numbers is a very strong indicator that something unusual occurred at a school that should be investigated. But keep in mind that there are many cheating techniques that don’t involve erasing and changing answers.
Documents:
Complaints and investigations: Cheating by an individual teacher or administrator can be difficult to prove unless someone confesses. But districts can also be reluctant to delve too deeply, and cheaters can get off with just a wrist slap. Ask for all internal cheating complaints and follow-up investigations, both internal complaints to the school or district and complaints received by the state education department. Be sure to ask for all related documents – including any documentation of personnel actions.
Sometimes, internal investigations can be transparently shallow; district investigators may do little more than ask accused teachers whether they cheated. Look for indications that investigators tried to determine whether irregularities in one classroom were part of a pattern of school-wide impropriety. If they did not, it’s very possible they didn’t want to find cheating.
·         Personnel records: Public records laws in many states require the release of evaluations of teachers, principals or superintendents. These can show whether there’s a lot of pressure being put on employees around test scores and/or to produce specific outcomes in a particular school or class.
·         Former employees: Mine internal complaints for possible signs that people who are blowing the whistle find their district’s investigation suddenly turning against them  (this is what happened in Atlanta). Get in touch with these folks if you can.

State and local security procedures: Many states and districts fail to take even the most simple precautions -- such as not allowing teachers to proctor testing of their own classes -- to prevent or catch cheating. But having strong testing protocols on paper does not prevent cheating if a district does not actively enforce those protocols. Atlanta’s testing protocols were considered a model.
Interviews
·         Spend as much time as you can talking with teachers – current and former – who have information about possible cheating, even if they seem unwilling to ever go on the record. They can point to documents or other people and may eventually be willing to talk for attribution.
·         When you talk with them, try to get as many specifics as you can about what they saw or heard and why they think cheating is happening. This can be tricky because in states like Georgia teachers can be censured for not reporting cheating. But you’ll need to know details such as whether management was involved to know how to report it out.

Parents can be great sources on cheating. They know if their child’s scores on an achievement test are inflated, and they may be the first to hear when teachers behave inappropriately during testing.

Find experts in testing and cheating to guide you through your reporting. The language of education bureaucracy tends to be obscure at best, and you will need someone to translate. You also will need someone who can tell you whether your conclusions based on reporting and data analysis make sense.
