Does Compromise Threaten the Enlisted Promotion Testing System? 

Commentary by MSgt. Rob Rush

Superintendent of Personnel Testing, HQ AFPC


Two SrA discuss test questions.  A SSgt attempts to sneak scratch paper out of the testing room.   Another SSgt steals a co-worker’s highlighted PFE Study Guide.  A TSgt tests and then datafaxes a list of test questions to his friend.  A former CMSgt (now AB) keeps a copy of the actual promotion test.  What do these situations have in common?  Unfortunately, they’re all real-world test compromise cases, and they all undermine the Enlisted Promotion Testing System.


As the superintendent of personnel testing at the Air Force Personnel Center, I’ve seen a variety of test compromise cases over the past few years. While the number of compromise cases is actually quite small, considering more than 170,000 members test each year (over 300,000 USAF Supervisory Examinations (USAFSE), Promotion Fitness Examinations (PFE), and Specialty Knowledge Tests (SKT)), the impact on our people and our Testing System is significant.  I hope to illustrate why a test compromise is more than simply an integrity problem for the cheater, but rather an issue which should concern all of us.


Air Force enlisted members and commanders are beneficiaries of the enlisted promotion system and must take personal responsibility for protecting the integrity of the system.  Unfortunately, it seems some people prefer to view test compromise, which is a uniquely military crime, as a minor infraction.  After all, group study (sharing notes, discussing testable information) is encouraged in PME and other academic environments.  And who does it hurt, anyway, if you get a little help on your PFE, right?  WRONG!  To understand the difference, you must understand the enlisted promotion system.  It’s not designed to teach anyone anything except, perhaps, that hard work and motivation will result in success.  Unlike academic settings, getting everyone to score an 85 is not the goal.  Rather, the tests measure each individual’s knowledge of their career field, gained through independent effort.  That measurement (test score) is then used in a very competitive process to identify those members most deserving of promotion.


For the majority of Air Force enlisted members, this concept is very clear.  It’s a matter of money (active duty and retired pay), prestige, and pride in knowing you earned a promotion to the next higher grade through your individual motivation and honest effort.  Unfortunately, the few who don’t play by the rules violate not only their own integrity, but the careers and livelihood of others.  Allow me to illustrate.  


The chart below shows what a typical selection list looks like.  The broken line represents the cutoff with the names listed above as promotion selectees and those listed below as non-selects.  Let’s assume, for illustrative purposes, that TSgt C is the cheater in this situation.  After a conversation he had with his friend at the club about particular areas to study on the test, he answers two test questions (one each from the PFE and SKT) correct he otherwise would have missed. Consequently, TSgt C is promoted to MSgt.





Now, had the conversation between TSgt C and his friend at the club not taken place, the selection list would look like this: 





TSgt F, who spent many hours studying her reference material, took a week of leave, and sacrificed time with her family to prepare for the test, probably doesn’t know she is a victim of theft at this point.  And THEFT is the right word to use.  Here’s what TSgt C has stolen from TSgt F:


Money, active duty and retired pay.  If we assume this was TSgt F’s last chance for promotion before mandatory retirement for HYT, the cost to her is huge:


4 years of active duty pay as a MSgt  = $157,000+ ; 34 years of MSgt (vice TSgt) 
retirement pay = $147,000+ ; a combined loss of over $300,000 for TSgt F.


Additionally, TSgt F loses those 4 additional years of tenure as a MSgt. That’s difficult to quantify when you consider TSgt F loves her job and is one of the most skilled persons in her workcenter.  She is just the right person for that big project coming up next year.  And let’s not forget the emotional investment TSgt F has put into her effort—there’s no way to recover what she’s lost.  


Perhaps the greatest cost of test compromise is that it erodes the integrity of the enlisted promotion system.  Undeserving airmen are promoted over those more deserving and honest members lose faith in the system.  For these reasons, we must not tolerate test compromise.  We must recognize its negative effects and “do the right thing”— don’t cheat; turn in those who do; and deal harshly and consistently with offenders.  Our enlisted promotion system, like other Air Force programs, relies heavily upon the integrity of those entrusted with the security of test information.  Apathy and failure to appreciate the competitive nature of the Weighted Airman Promotion System (WAPS) can lead to an atmosphere conducive to compromise and threaten the integrity of the enlisted promotion system.

  
Does Compromise Threaten the Enlisted Promotion Testing System?   You bet it does!  It is a clear violation of the Air Force’s most important core value—integrity—and it hurts all of us.  I encourage commanders and all enlisted members to learn more about test compromise rules and the enlisted promotion system.  For more information about test compromise and enlisted promotions, refer to AFI 36-2605, Air Force Military Personnel Testing System, AFI 36-2502, Airman Promotion Program, and AFPAM 36-2241, Volume 1, Promotion Fitness Examination Study Guide.  
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Sample select/nonselect list







NAME 







TIG 







TIS







EPR







DEC







SKT







PFE







TOTAL







POS







TSGT A	







31.0







16.50  







129.00  







04







53.60







58.76  







292.86 







00034







TSGT B







23.5







14.00  







113.55







03







67.01







58.76







292.19     







00035







TSGT C* 







20.0  







12.83 







119.91







03







62.88







73.19  







291.81     







00036







TSGT D







42.0







20.16







110.02 







03







53.60 







61.85   







290.63     







00037







TSGT E







44.0







20.83 







123.52







03







44.32







54.63   







290.30







00038







-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------







TSGT F







26.0   







12.83  







135.00 







03







55.67







57.73







290.23







00039







TSGT G    







11.0    







08.50  







122.21  







04







77.31







67.01   







290.03   







00040







TSGT H







34.0   







16.50  







118.80 







04







49.48   







67.01   







289.79   







00041







TSGT I      







25.5  







14.66  







135.00  







04







52.57  







57.73   







289.46   







00042







TSGT J







29.0   







15.83  







110.70  







07







59.79  







67.01   







289.33    







00043







*Cheater :  answers 2 questions right because of discussion
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NAME



TIG



TIS



EPR



DEC



SKT



PFE



TOTAL



POS



TSGT A



31.0 



16.50 



129.00



04



53.60



58.76



292.86



00034



TSGT B



23.5



14.00



113.55



03



67.01



58.76



292.19



00035



TSGT D



42.0



20.16



110.02



03



53.60



61.85



290.63



00036



TSGT E



44.0



20.83



123.52 



03



44.32



54.63



290.30



00037



TSGT F



26.0



12.83



135.00



03



55.67



57.73



290.23



00038



--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------



TSGT G  



11.0



08.50



122.21



04



77.31



67.01



290.03



00039



TSGT H



34.0



16.50



118.80



04



49.48



67.01



289.79



00040



TSGT C*   



20.0



12.83 



119.91



03



61.85



72.16



289.75



00041



TSGT I 



25.5



14.66



135.00



04



52.57



57.73



289.46



00042



TSGT J  



29.0



15.83



110.70



07



59.79



67.01



289.33



00043



*Cheater










