Celebrity parents and the bizarre 'cheating' scandal
By Vicky Baker BBC News, Washington 15 March 2019
A network of affluent parents were this week accused of using audacious practices to secure their children places at elite US universities. What exactly is alleged? 
"What we do is we help the wealthiest families in America get their kids into school."
It was quite the mission statement. 
The words were spoken by the alleged kingpin of United States' biggest ever university admissions scam, William "Rick" Singer, according to prosecutors.
He was making a pitch to a potential client, a wealthy New York lawyer, explaining the ways to get his child into a prestigious university.
There were the normal channels - which rich people did not want to be "messing around with", he said. And then there was the back door and the side door. 
The back door necessitated contributing to "institutional advancement" - ie family connections or a multi-million-dollar donation, such as funding a new building, which is all legal. 
But the side door - the one that Singer had his foot jammed in and has drawn the attention of the authorities - was more accessible.
He could guarantee success, he said. All you had to do was make a "financial commitment". 
The revelations 
On Tuesday, reams of FBI documents were unsealed from "Operation Varsity Blues", an investigation named after a 1990s film about the pressures of sports scholarships. 
The case looked at a period between 2011 and 2018, when, according to the authorities, $25m in bribes were paid by people looking to sneak around the usual university admittance process. 
Fifty people - including 33 parents and various sports coaches - were indicted. 
"I have never seen anything like this," Lenore Pearlstein, publisher of Insight Into Diversity magazine, which is dedicated to making higher education and business more inclusive in the US. "The depth of it, the number of people involved, the amounts of money. It's mindboggling." 
It feels like a "slap in the face" for those genuinely trying to make change, she told the BBC.
Among the most jaw-dropping revelations was the alleged involvement of Hollywood actresses Felicity Huffman and Lori Loughlin. 
"Ruh roh!" as Huffman might say.
The authorities alleged the star of TV series Desperate Housewives using this Scooby Do expression in email exchanges with Singer. 
According to the FBI, she was responding to news - in October 2017 - that her daughter's school wanted to use their own exam invigilator, rather than a compromised one who would be able to boost her scores. 
She allegedly emailed her concerns to Mr Singer. "We will speak about it," he reportedly replied. 
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Huffman, Macy and the 'exam plot'
The authorities claim that Felicity Huffman knew she needed to send her oldest daughter to a specific exam centre in West Hollywood to follow the plan. Hence the "ruh-roh" when it nearly went wrong.
Singer had connections there. 
It is alleged that he would typically suggest his clients faked learning disabilities for their children and then, once they got a medical certificate, they would be granted extra time and could make a more believable case for switching to external exam centre. 
Huffman had allegedly already secured 100% extra time for her daughter's SAT (college entrance) exam. It is unclear how. 
Apparently, this was not enough. 
The next step involved bringing in someone else to take the test for her. 
Singer often used the services of a man called Mark Riddell. He was in his mid-30s, an ex-tennis professional, and the director of college entrance exam preparation at a boarding school in Florida. 
According to the FBI, he would fly in, take the test for students in a hotel room, or sneak them the correct answers in the exam room, or inflate their scores when they finished. Sometimes he would be given a sample of the teen's handwriting so he could copy it. 
Riddell did not know the questions in advance, according to Andrew Lelling, US attorney for the District of Massachusetts. He was "just a really smart guy".
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It is not yet known how Huffman first came into contact with Singer. 
In 2017, he visited the Los Angeles home she shares with her long-term partner, William H Macy, the star of Shameless and Fargo, the court documents say. 
The couple - who met in the early 80s and married in 1997 - are not usually caught in negative headlines. Macy's hobbies reportedly include woodturning and playing the ukulele, while Huffman has been running a wholesome parenting site, What The Flicka, based on her childhood nickname.
They have been known to post loving messages to each other on social media.
Early on Tuesday morning, FBI agents turned up at their door. 
Only Huffman was indicted. The crime she stands accused of relates to mail fraud, which is when communication methods are used to conduct a scheme that intentionally deprives another of property or honest services. Macy has not been charged.
Neither has commented publicly. 
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The couple made a $15,000 payment to the Key Worldwide Foundation for their older daughter's exam scheme, according to court documents. 
In an art-mirrors-life twist, it was the exact same amount that Huffman's character in Desperate Housewives had paid to a headmaster in an episode about corrupt schools admissions. 
In real life, her older daughter's exam score jumped 400 points - a huge leap - after Singer's involvement, it is claimed. 
If those claims are proven, Huffman and Macy appear to have secured a bargain. Many people paid hundreds of thousands for Singer's help. He usually paid $10,000 to the surrogate test-taker alone. 
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