A Question of Ethics
The Innocent Case of Just Doing My Job


Larry Benson, assistant director of facilities planning, Great County School Board, is a veteran public employee of 20 years.  He has served well the people of Great County and has been the recipient of several service awards.  He plans to retire in just five of more years, as soon as his son completes his Medical School Internship.


On the evening of June 13, 1995, while working late, Larry overheard a conversation between his boss and the Construction Auditor, Peter Zonder, who was detailing a number of shortcomings he had observed in his recent on-site audit of one of the new $3 million schools being built in the county, which has a student population of 235,000.  In the course of the conversation, another employee came into the room, Kathy Jones, one of the deputy superintendents of the school district.  Kathy seemed quite comfortable interrupting the meeting, without offering an apology.  It became clear to Larry that she was familiar with the situation and was an integral part of the discussion.  While noting that the three would have to move cautiously to make sure that Clinton Lockhart was aware of the construction shortcomings, it needed to be done in a careful way to allow him time to make the corrections and to make sure the matter did not appear in the June 30 Audit Report.  The contractor’s cost to repair the defects, under terms of the contract, would come to approximately $250,000 if brought to the attention of the School Board.  Larry did not like what he was hearing.

The next day, Larry received a call from his sister, Laura, who also worked for the district.  This was her second year in employment.  She had been a free-spirited youth when she was in college and got into a number of young-folks-type activities, some not so good.  She had been arrested for marijuana use at a college event and given a suspended sentence.  However, at that event, she had been drinking beer and the beer bottle had dropped from her hands during a major basketball playoff game.  She was one of many students in the upper deck drinking beer, all of whom had sneaked into the arena.  When her team shot the winning goal, she jumped from her feet and the beer bottle slipped from her hand.  The bottled landed on the head of one of the spectators two decks below, who sued the university for damages and pressed charges against her.  She was arrested and charged with assault with a deadly weapon—the fast-falling beer bottle.  She had worried about the matter all during her junior and senior years.  Nothing had happened.  She was advised by the university that the matter was taken care of, so she forgot about it, until now.  It seems as though the Personnel Director has just informed her that the FBI report on her background check showed that there is a felony charge against her for assault with a deadly weapon—the beer bottle.  She called her brother for help.
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Larry went to visit the personnel director, who is the brother of the Construction Auditor.

Knowing what he knows about the undercurrent abound in the Facilities Division, Larry is not sure he should mention this in his conversation when he requests help from the personnel director.  The personnel director, Kenneth Boster, is not an easer man to communicate with anyway.  Boster indicated that there was nothing he could do but ask Larry’s sister to resign until the matter had been cleared up.  That would mean no income to this single parent with two kids.  This did not make Larry happy, and Laura was not pleased, especially since she had never told her brother the name of the father of her two children. 


As Larry was leaving the office one afternoon, he swung by the School’s credit union and overheard a brief conversation between his sister and a friend.  He had heard Laura say that the father of her children was the personnel director.  Larry was outraged, and felt, in light of this fact, that the personnel director should be a bit more understanding.  Kathy Jones, who is also Laura’s sorority sister, learns of her situation and, in an exchange of information to gain confidence, she shares with her the fact that she, Kathy, would be coming into some unexpected cash—a substantial amount—within the next months.  She would be glad to give her a loan until this matter about the FBI Report was cleared up.


At the next school board meeting the attorney for the board was reviewing recent state-passes statutes and reminded the board and key administrative staff that the new whistle blower law makes it a crime for an employee to knowingly not report a suspected or known incidence of fraud, abuse, or pending fraud, abuse, or corruption.  Larry felt this law affected him because of what he had overheard, yet he did not want to jeopardize his sister’s career nor expose the unresolved legal matter in her background to the public. Laura, angry about what she had been told by the personnel director and the fact that he is responsible for her children, decided to hold a news conference, if anyone would give her one, to expose the poor character of a school board employee.
Your task:


Evaluate this scenario from the perspective of alternative approaches to ethical reasoning.

1. What should each of the key players do?

2. Who demonstrates the greatest amount of integrity?

3. Who is engaging in wrong and why?

4. What advice do you give to each actor?

5. What would you do or not do if you were each of the individuals in this scenario?
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