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[bookmark: _Toc230180872][bookmark: _Toc2049765362]Purpose Statement
[bookmark: _Int_PzGflwb3][bookmark: _Int_oJaj2uOm]This document is designed to help complainants navigate the Office of Student Support and Accountability (OSSA) individual student conduct process. While the academic dishonesty (ADR) process is similar in nature, this document focuses only on individual misconduct. In this document, you will find helpful information about serving as a complainant and the role of a complainant in the resolution process.  This document includes expectations for participation in a hearing, details about the hearing process, and how to prepare for the hearing. This guide is meant as a complement to the Student Rights and Responsibilities, the official document outlining student conduct processes at Michigan State University. All policies are outlined officially in the Student Rights and Responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc1200972608]Learning Goals
After reviewing this guide, you should have a better sense of:
· A complainant’s role in the MSU individual student conduct process.
· The general process timeline for the MSU individual student conduct process.
· How to submit complaints and prepare for hearings in the MSU individual student conduct process.
[bookmark: _Toc847982139]Basic Information
[bookmark: _Toc556650748]Definitions of Key Participants
Below are definitions of several key terms you will see throughout this document. These definitions come from the Michigan State University Student Rights and Responsibilities. Accompanying each definition is an explanation of the parts of the process in which the role is expected to participate.
· Administrator: University employees who manage University budgets, direct work units, or formulate, evaluate, and/or administer University policy.
· Administrative meetings 
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Advisor for Complainant or Respondent: Any individual chosen by a party to advise, support, and/or consult with throughout a resolution process. Any time an advisor is present, a signed FERPA release must be on file prior to meeting. Contact conduct@msu.edu for form.
· Administrative meetings
· Hearings
· Submitting Appeals

· Advisor for Hearing Board: In the case of a hearing before a board, an advisor to the board will also be present. The advisor has no role in decision making and is present to support the board’s facilitation of the hearing and ensure procedures are followed.
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Complainant: A member of the University community who initiates a complaint against another member of the MSU community. Complainants are involved in:
· Report submission
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Hearing Board: A group of people who make decisions and assign sanctions (if applicable) for conduct cases if requested by the student. The jurisdiction and composition can be found in Section 7. II, A-G in the Student Rights and Responsibilities. 
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Respondent: An individual or group against whom or which a complaint is filed.  Respondents are involved in:
· Administrative meetings
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Witness: A member of the University community, unless the hearing determines otherwise, who has direct knowledge of the facts pertaining to the incident report. Expert or character witnesses are not allowed, except as deemed necessary by the hearing body. Witnesses are involved in:
· Hearings

For additional information regarding definitions and acronyms, see Section 11 in the Student Rights and Responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc266639057]Overview of Process
For a visual representation of the individual student conduct process, please view the flowchart located on the OSSA website. 
[bookmark: _Toc1495696832]Submitting a Report
A complainant submits a report to OSSA for review via the OSSA Public Reporting Tool. Reports should have specific descriptions of behaviors and policy violations.    
These reports are meant to be objective and factual in nature. Please refrain from including personal thoughts or opinions when submitting a report. 
[bookmark: _Toc1834505971]What to Include in a Report
When submitting a report, there are some specific details that are generally helpful to include:  
· Who (respondents, witnesses, complainants) 
· What (Behavior in question and details of what occurred) 
· Where (Location of alleged violation)  
· When (Date and Time of alleged violation) 
· Policies (Select the policies that may have been violated, start with General Student Regulations) 
· Briefly explain why the complainant selected the above charge(s) for the student’s behavior
· An example may look like GSR II.A Claim or submit the academic work of another as one’s own - the student submitted a paper that is a direct copy of another student or GSR III.O Possess or use any alcoholic beverages, except as permitted by state law, University policy, and University ordinance. - the student had alcohol present in their room when they are under 21 years old  
· Supporting Documents (Add any additional supporting evidence including pictures and videos if applicable)
· If you have a file that is too large to share via email or the OSSA public reporting tool, please contact OSSA (conduct@msu.edu) to discuss options for sharing.
[bookmark: _Toc612812962]OSSA Review of Complaint
Once a report is submitted, OSSA reviews the complaint for processing. OSSA may follow up with the complainant upon receipt of the report before advancing the process.  Once the compliant is properly formatted, the complaint moves to the next step. The University may dismiss a complaint at any time if the complaint is deemed baseless or lacks adequate evidence, or if the underlying issue may be resolved through alternative means as outlined in Section 4 II. B. Student Rights and Responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc1087804989]OSSA Meeting with Respondent
Once the report has been reviewed and processed, an OSSA-designated administrator meets with the respondent (i.e., student reported by complainant) to discuss rights, responsibilities, and resolution in an administrative meeting. The complainant is NOT involved in this step.
[bookmark: _Toc1461862867]Respondent Accepts Responsibility 
[bookmark: _Int_Djhac7jN]If a respondent accepts responsibility for all cited policy violations in their administrative meeting with an OSSA-designated administrator, the respondent can select to be sanctioned by the meeting administrator (in the meeting) or hearing board (at a later date). By accepting responsibility, the respondent waives their right to a hearing. The complainant and respondent will be sent an outcome letter with assigned sanctions and the opportunity to submit an appeal. 
[bookmark: _Toc1648447703]Respondent Denies Responsibility (i.e., Formal Hearing)
If a respondent denies responsibility for any alleged policy violations during their administrative meeting with an OSSA-designated administrator, the case will be referred to a hearing at a later date. A hearing is a space in which the complainant and respondent each present information about the incident and share their perspectives on whether the policies at issue were violated. The hearing is conducted by either an OSSA-designated administrator or a hearing board, whichever type of hearing the respondent selected.
The hearing body considers the information and perspectives presented by both parties and determines, for each policy or regulation at issue, whether a violation occurred. Decisions are made using the preponderance of the evidence standard, meaning it is more likely than not that a policy was violated. If the respondent is found responsible, the hearing body will assign sanctions that are appropriate in light of the findings and the circumstances of the case. 
[bookmark: _Toc1926721102]Types of Hearings 
In a hearing before an OSSA-designated administrator:
· The complainant and respondent present their statements before a single OSSA-designated administrator.
· The OSSA-designated administrator ultimately determines if the respondent is responsible for violating policy, based on the available information presented.
In a hearing before a conduct hearing board:
· The complainant and respondent present their statements before an appropriate hearing board made up of members of the MSU community who have been trained to hear cases.
· The hearing boards are:
· Residence Hall Association Board
· All University Student Board
· Student, Faculty, and Staff Hearing Board
For definitions and hearing board rosters, please refer to the OSSA website.
· The hearing board ultimately determines if the respondent is responsible for violating policy, based on the available information presented.
[bookmark: _Toc2053077813]Scheduling Hearing 
During the scheduling process, consideration is given to the availability and obligations of involved parties, and OSSA will make reasonable efforts to accommodate scheduling needs when possible.
Hearings are scheduled based on the availability of the respondent, complainant, and hearing body.  Class schedules of the involved parties will be reviewed prior to scheduling to ensure there are no conflicts with academics, class schedules, or exams. If parties do not currently have an academic schedule to consider, complainants and respondents will be consulted about their availabilities via email.  Academic conflicts are the only circumstances for which OSSA will make exceptions for scheduling. As a result, students may need to miss work or adjust other personal obligations to attend their scheduled hearing.
Hearings take place Monday-Friday and can take two to three hours. While hearings may run shorter than this time, it is important to ensure you are available for the entire hearing.  Therefore, it is suggested that you block out three hours on your schedule.
When you receive your hearing notice, you will be given the opportunity to let the OSSA-designated administrator or board advisor know if you are bringing a witness or advisor. It is your responsibility to communicate with them about the date, time, and location of the hearing.
If a complainant does not attend the hearing, the case may be dismissed.
[bookmark: _Toc1521153043]Who Will be in the Hearing?
Only parties to the case (including advisors) and the hearing body will be allowed in the hearing. These people will be identified and communicated in the 2nd hearing notice. On occasion, individuals may be present for the sole purpose of observing a live hearing for their training and development. 
[bookmark: _Toc1683676892]Preparing for Hearings
To prepare for a hearing, complainants should gather available information, talk to potential witnesses about their ability to support a complaint in a hearing, and prepare explanations of how a respondent violated policy. Complainants should prepare relevant questions they would like to ask parties who are present. 
[bookmark: _Toc685759611]What to Expect in a Hearing 
[bookmark: _Toc985237502]Hearing Structure
Hearings follow a highly structured format to facilitate a conversation.  Hearings are generally held via Zoom, and all participants need to ensure they are in a quiet, private space when participating in a hearing. Only parties to the incident (i.e., complainants, respondents, witnesses, advisors) and the hearing body will be allowed to view and participate in the hearing; unauthorized individuals who attempt to join the hearing will not be permitted to do so. Hearings will be recorded solely for the purpose of appeals and are destroyed after an appeal decision is rendered OR when a case’s appeal window closes, whichever is applicable to the case.
Hearings are structured as follows:
[bookmark: _Toc470152820]1. Procedures 
Hearing body reviews procedures, nature of complaint, and decides any special motions brought forth. 
Special Motions can include but limited to inviting an additional advisor, inviting another witness to participate in the opening statement, additional time to present the opening statement, etc. 
[bookmark: _Toc540769123]2. Opening statements
 Both parties, starting with the complainant, have up to 30 minutes to present evidence, witnesses, and provide perspective on why behaviors were/were not violations of university policy. Complainants present their statements before the respondent provides their presentation.
Opening statements are meant to connect evidence and the respondent’s behavior to demonstrate why a policy was more likely than not violated. Think of this as what ties all your information (i.e., report, documents, witnesses, etc.) together to demonstrate how the respondent is responsible for violating policy. 
Opening statements tend to include:
· An introduction of yourself and your involvement in the case as a complainant 
· An overview of what you know about the incident in a chronological, easy to follow way
· Presentations of information/materials and questions for witnesses you have brought  
· Clear connections between information/materials and/or witness statements to your overview of the incident
· How the respondent’s actions in the incident, based on what you have presented, violate each cited policy.
Clearly presenting strong evidence and connecting it to:
1) respondent behavior 
2) explaining how behavior violates policy
can greatly help a complainant demonstrate preponderance to the OSSA-designated administrator or hearing board.
[bookmark: _Toc1687330547]Supporting Materials
Documents can help to establish that behavior occurred in a way that was a violation of policy, make clear who said what and when, and help to strengthen the likelihood that a respondent is responsible for a violation. 
Common examples of documents to share include (but are not limited to):
· Text messages
· Emails
· Audio/Video recordings
· Screenshots
· Pictures
· Social media profiles/posts
If you have materials you would like to share in a hearing, you should also prepare to provide some brief background information about the information (e.g., “This is a screenshot of a text conversation I had with the respondent on March 1, 2026”). 
Because hearings take place over Zoom, most documents are presented via screen sharing. If you have materials that would be difficult to share via screen share, you may want to reach out to the hearing administrator or OSSA (conduct@msu.edu) to discuss options for sharing. 
[bookmark: _Toc856904895]Witnesses
Witnesses can provide direct accounts of the events in question to support your case. Witnesses must be members of the MSU community, unless the hearing body determines that the witness has direct knowledge of the facts pertaining to the matter at issue. 
Character and/or expert witness statements will only be permitted with approval of the hearing body for the case, and are generally not included. Character witness(es) speaks to a student's personal qualities, behavior over time, and reputation, rather than the specific incident in question. Expert witness(es) provide specialized knowledge or professional insight that helps clarify complex aspects related to the case (i.e. counseling, toxicology, technology, interpretations of supporting materials, etc.)  
Witnesses for either party cannot also be involved in any other part of the case (e.g., as a member of the hearing board assigned to the case).
Complainants typically share their list of potential witnesses when submitting their reports. Complainants also have an opportunity to add potential witnesses after submitting a report and must do so within two (2) class days from when the hearing scheduled notice is sent by OSSA.
Complainants are responsible for communicating with witnesses about the date, time, and meeting location and ensuring that they attend the hearing. The hearing will proceed even if the witness does not attend.  
Complainants have an opportunity to call their own witnesses to answer questions in their opening statements. Prior to the hearing, you may find it useful to prepare a list of questions you would like witnesses to answer. 
Witnesses are not allowed in the hearing until they are called in by the complainant during their opening statement or by another party during the hearing question-and-answer period. A complainant may call multiple witnesses during their opening statement, but each must be called one at a time. This may result in the witness waiting in a virtual waiting room for most of the hearing until called upon, but they are expected to be there for the duration of the hearing.
If a witness cannot or does not want to participate in the hearing itself but is willing to provide a statement for a complainant to read during the opening presentation, they may do so. If you know you are planning to read a written witness statement, you must provide the statement to OSSA at least three (3) class days prior to the hearing for approval by the hearing body. 
[bookmark: _Toc1591197987]3. Break offered
Typically, after the Opening Statement section, a break may be taken to allow parties time to formulate questions.
[bookmark: _Toc922700027]4. Question and answer
Parties and the hearing body may ask questions of other parties and their witnesses.
You should prepare questions for your own witnesses (if applicable) to answer during your opening statement. Additionally, you should prepare questions for the respondent and any witnesses they may have that you will be able to ask in the question-and-answer portion of the hearing.
Questions will be asked one at a time and will be directed through the OSSA-designated administrator or board chair leading the hearing. To do this, you might phrase the question like; “A question that I have for the respondent is, “what time did that happen? ...?”.  Questions should solely focus on the incident and policy(ies) in question. Questions that are irrelevant or inappropriate may not be permitted by the hearing body.
[bookmark: _Toc1154260933]5. Break offered 
Typically, after the Question-and-Answer Period, a break may be taken to allow parties to prepare closing statements that incorporate what has been learned throughout the course of the hearing.
[bookmark: _Toc474135101]6. Closing Statement
The closing statement is not a space to introduce new evidence, but rather to provide final remarks about the matter in question. Closing statements summarize the information shared in the hearing and connect that information specifically to the cited policy violations. Both parties are given ten (10) minutes to present their closing statements. 
It is often helpful to structure a closing statement as follows:
· A brief summary of the incident.
· Policy-by-policy breakdown of why you believe, based on the information shared in the hearing, that each policy was violated by the respondent.
Additionally, if throughout the course of the hearing it has become clear to you as the complainant that a respondent is not responsible for violating one or more policies, you can use part of your closing statement to withdraw those specific charges. Complainants typically announce their intention to withdraw charge(s) at the beginning of their closing statement, although charge(s) may be withdrawn at any point during their closing statement.
[bookmark: _Toc766527596]7. Conclusion
The hearing body will close the hearing and move into private deliberations. All other parties will leave the hearing space. 
[bookmark: _Toc886807613]8. Hearing Decisions
A hearing body will make a decision based upon a preponderance of evidence. 
[bookmark: _Toc2122309741]Preponderance
As defined in the Student Rights and Responsibilities, preponderance is a “Standard of evidence meaning that an individual will be found in violation of a University policy if the evidence demonstrates that it is more likely than not that the alleged violation occurred.” This standard is commonly used in student conduct systems in the United States and generally puts most of the work to establish preponderance on the complainant. 
You can also think about preponderance like a scale. At the beginning of a hearing, the scale is balanced. A complainant’s job is to present evidence and connect it to the incident so that the scale tips toward the complainant’s presentation of the events; if a complainant cannot do this, a respondent should be found not responsible. 
If a respondent is found responsible by a hearing body via preponderance of evidence, that hearing body will also assign sanctions to the respondent.
If a respondent is found not responsible by a hearing body via preponderance of evidence, then no sanctions will be issued, and the case will be closed.
[bookmark: _Toc1009630057]9. Outcome Letters (Sanctions and Decisions) 
Within five (5) class days, both the complainant and respondent are sent a decision letter outlining the findings of responsibility or non-responsibility including a rationale, the sanctions issued and the opportunity to appeal. Decision letters are sent to the respondent and complainant(s) at their MSU email address. Witnesses and advisors will not receive decision letters.  
Sanctions can include status, restorative, educational sanctions that support student growth and wellbeing as well as community safety. Some examples of possible sanctions can be found in the Student Rights and Responsibilities, Section 4.II.M. 
[bookmark: _Toc1452700160]Appeals
Upon receiving a decision letter, the complainant and the respondent have up to five (5) class days to appeal the decision and sanctions of the administrative meeting or hearing by submitting a written appeal. If an appeal is filed, the direct parties to the case, including the hearing body, will be notified via email. If no appeal is submitted, the case will be considered closed after the five class days appeal period has passed.
Appeals differ from hearings in several keyways:
· Appeals do not provide an opportunity to make a case about policy violations. Rather, they exist to raise concern about the process and/or outcomes. There are specific grounds on which an appeal can be filed.  
· Appeals are reviewed by the University Student Appeals Board based upon the case files and the appeals/responses filed by the parties. Parties do not meet with the appeals board either physically or virtually. The appeals process is a “paper” process. 
· Appeal decisions are made by the University Student Appeals Board. The decision of the University Student Appeals Board is final.
[bookmark: _Toc1193217035]Grounds for Appeals 
A respondent may appeal any decision based on one or more of the following:
· The information presented does not support the decision reached.  
· The sanction recommended is not commensurate with the seriousness of the offense.
· Applicable procedures were not followed.
· There was a conflict of interest involving a member of the hearing body.

A complainant may appeal based on one or more of the following:
· Applicable procedures were not followed.
· There was a conflict of interest involving a member of the hearing body.
[bookmark: _Toc2052109221]Responding to an Appeal 
If a respondent appeals a decision made by the hearing body, a complainant and the hearing body have an opportunity to submit a response to the appeal. They will receive a copy of the respondent’s appeal and have five (5) class days to write a letter to the appeals board if they wish.
Appeal responses should primarily focus on addressing the specific grounds submitted in support of the appeal. An appeal response typically includes:
· An introduction of yourself and your involvement in the case
· A brief explanation of why the decision that was made was appropriate based on what was discussed in the original hearing
· Engagement with the appellant’s cited grounds for appealing (i.e., if an appeal is made on the grounds that a sanction is inappropriate, explain why from your perspective the sanctions are appropriate and fair)
Appeal responses should not introduce new information that was not available to the hearing body in course of the hearing. Appeal responses also do not need to reiterate the core arguments presented in the hearing. 
[bookmark: _Toc1228091692]Appeal Review 
Once an appeal or appeal response is submitted, the complainant’s role in the conduct process is completed. 
Appeals and responses will be reviewed by the University Student Appeals Board, a board comprised of students, faculty and staff members at the University, along with the incident report and decision letter from the hearing body. Only the University Student Appeals Board and the board’s advisor will be present at their meeting to review an appeal.
The appeals board may uphold the previously made decision, reverse the previously made decision, or modify sanctions recommended in the previously made decision. The University Student Appeals Board’s decisions are final. If a decision recommends separation from the university, the University Student Appeals Board’s decision will be reviewed and implemented by the Dean of Students. After the appeals board has reached a decision, the parties to the case will be notified in writing via their MSU email addresses.
[bookmark: _Toc618208282]Resources and Support
As you prepare to engage in the conduct process, you may also find the following information about student support resources to be helpful, Student Support Resources. 
MSU is committed to providing equal opportunity for participation in all educational programs, services and activities. Requests for accommodations by persons with disabilities may be made by contacting the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities (RCPD) at 517-884-7273 or via Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities .
[bookmark: _Toc2060935612][bookmark: _Toc1619274506]Questions?
If you have further questions about anything in this document or the OSSA Process as a complainant, please reach out to conduct@msu.edu or call (517) 884-0789 between 8:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. EST, Monday through Friday.
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