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[bookmark: _Toc1436195378]Purpose Statement
[bookmark: _Int_GgElSQSR]This document is designed to help witnesses navigate the Office of Student Support and Accountability’s (OSSA) individual student conduct process. It provides clear information about serving as a witness, explains the witness role in the resolution process, and outlines the hearing process, including how to prepare. 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: _Toc1885618644]Learning Goals
After reviewing this guide, you should have a better sense of: 
· A witness’ role in the MSU individual student conduct process 
· The general process timeline for the MSU individual student conduct process 
· How to prepare for and participate in hearings in the MSU individual student conduct process 
· How to navigate this document to find questions you may have about the MSU individual student conduct process
[bookmark: _Toc136049927]Basic Information 
[bookmark: _Toc124577165]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 what part(s) of the process in which the role is expected to participate in.
· 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. Administrative meetings
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Advisor for Hearing Board: In the case of a hearing before a board, an advisor to the board will also be present.  This advisor has no role in making a decision and is there 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 proceeding against a member of the MSU community under this document. Learn more about the complainant role by downloading the Process Guide for Complainants in the Individual Student Conduct Process.
· 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. 
· Sanctioning 
· Hearings
· Appeals

· Respondent: An individual or group against whom or which a complaint is filed. Learn more about the respondent role by downloading the Process Guide for Respondents in the Individual Student Conduct Process.
· 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 matter at issue. Expert or character witnesses are not allowed, except as deemed necessary by the hearing body. 
· Hearings

For additional information regarding definitions and acronyms, see Section 11 in the Student Rights and Responsibilities.
Conduct Process Overview for a Witness
For a visual representation of the individual student conduct process, please view the flowchart located on the OSSA website. 
[bookmark: _Toc1451233726]Hearing
A hearing is the only meeting where witnesses are involved in the individual conduct process. 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 respondent selects the hearing type, and an OSSA-designated administrator or hearing board then conducts the hearing accordingly.
Only those directly involved in the incident may attend and participate in the hearing. This includes complainants, respondents, witnesses, and advisors, along with the hearing body. The hearing body reviews the information and perspectives presented by both parties and determines whether each policy or regulation was violated. Decisions are based on the preponderance of the evidence standard, meaning it is more likely than not that a violation occurred. If the respondent is found responsible, the hearing body assigns sanctions that align with the findings and the circumstances of the case.
Hearings begin with the hearing body reviewing the hearing procedures, nature of the complaint and hearing any special motions. Then each party, beginning with the complainant, has 30 minutes to present all relevant information on why the respondent violated or did not violate the policies in question. A break is typically offered after opening presentations have concluded. The hearing will then move to a question-and-answer period, where only the respondent, complainant and the hearing body may ask questions of each other or any witnesses present. After the question-and-answer period, a break is typically offered. Lastly, the complainant and respondent will each have ten minutes to provide a closing statement that summarizes the information shared in the hearing and connects that information specifically to the cited policies and why they were or were not violated. The hearing body will conclude the hearing by explaining the next steps and when the complainant and respondent can expect a decision. For more information on the individual student conduct process from the respondent or complainant perspective, please visit Respondent Guide or Complainant Guide. 
[bookmark: _Toc850216974]Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) 
The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that gives students who enter a post-secondary institution the right to have access to their education records, the right to seek to have the records amended, and the right to have some control over the disclosure of personally identifiable information from their education records.  With limited exceptions, FERPA prohibits the release of personally identifiable information from a student's education record without the student's prior written consent.
At postsecondary institutions, all FERPA rights belong to the student, regardless of age. Therefore, parents or guardians do not have any rights to inspect or review their child’s education (i.e. conduct) records. Michigan State University only releases information to parents when the student has provided written consent. 
A signed FERPA release form is required to gain access to these records or learn more information about the situation from the Office of Student Support and Accountability (OSSA) via phone or email.  The student must obtain the FERPA Release form that is included with the administrative meeting scheduling letter or can request it by contacting conduct@msu.edu. The form must be filled out, designate who and what records they would like to release, and be emailed to conduct@msu.edu.  Without this form, we are unable to share any information with you. For more information on FERPA, please visit MSU’s FERPA website. 
[bookmark: _Toc1394237917]Role of a Witness in the Conduct Process
[bookmark: _Toc24536846]Witness Qualifications
Witnesses must have direct knowledge of the events in question in order to support the case. Witnesses must be members of the MSU community, unless the hearing body determines that an individual outside the community has direct knowledge of the facts relevant to the matter.
Character and expert witnesses are generally not included and may only participate with approval from the hearing body. A character witness speaks to a student’s personal qualities, behavior over time, and reputation, rather than the specific incident at issue. An expert witness provides specialized knowledge or professional insight to clarify complex aspects of the case, such as counseling, toxicology, technology, or interpretation of supporting materials. Additionally, anonymous witnesses are generally not included and may only participate with approval from the hearing body. Anonymous witnesses limit a respondent’s ability to fully understand and respond to the information being presented regarding the allegation. Additionally, when a witness remains anonymous, both the respondent and the decision-maker (whether an OSSA-designated administrator or hearing board) have a reduced ability to assess the witness’s credibility, evaluate the reliability of their account, and meaningfully question the information provided.

A witness for either party may not serve in any other role in the case, such as a member of the hearing board.
[bookmark: _Toc1531664644]Accepting or Declining to serve as a Witness
Individuals with direct knowledge of a conduct case may be asked to serve as witnesses in the conduct process by either involved parties (complainant or respondent).  Witnesses are not required to serve as a witness or attend a hearing. Participation is completely voluntary, and witnesses can choose to decline to participate without any consequences. 
Choosing to serve as a witness is helpful to the conduct process by:
· Supporting Fair Decision Making – Witnesses help ensure that decisions on the individual conduct process are based on accurate and complete information
· Contributes to Accountability – When witnesses share what they observed can help hold individuals accountable for their actions or protect individuals from being wrongly accused.
· Can help prevent future issues – Accurate information can lead to an applicable and appropriate sanction or outcome that promotes reflection, learning, and growth. This can reduce the likelihood of similar incidents occurring and create a safe academic environment where students can thrive. 
If a witness cannot or does not want to participate in the hearing itself but is willing to provide a statement for one of the involved parties to read during the opening presentation, they may do so. If a witness is writing a written statement, they must provide it to the involved parties at least three days prior to the hearing so it can be sent to OSSA for approval by the hearing body.
[bookmark: _Toc116440316]Hearing Scheduling
Witnesses will not receive direct communication from OSSA regarding hearings. When one of the involved parties invites an individual to serve as a witness, it is their responsibility to communicate with them about the date, time, and location of the hearing. 
Involved parties (complainants and respondents) have two (2) class days from when the hearing is scheduled to share their list of potential witnesses. When the second hearing notice letter is sent, all witnesses will be shared with both parties involved.  
[bookmark: _Toc518597502]Preparing for a Hearing
Witnesses should prepare for the hearing by:
· Reviewing the facts – Witnesses should take some time to reflect on the incident and what they know to ensure they are accurately sharing their perspective of what happened.  
· Preparing to honestly share what they know – We ask that witnesses only share what they observed and the truth. OSSA values honesty and integrity in the conduct process. If a witness is unable to accurately answer a question, we ask that witnesses reply with that they do not know over sharing an assumption or opinion on what may have happened. 
· Creating talking points - It may be helpful to write down talking points to share during the hearing to help you organize your thoughts and be able to articulate them clearly to the hearing body.  
· Understanding the process – Witnesses should review this guide and the Student Rights and Responsibilities to fully understand the role of a witness and the conduct process. If anything is unclear, witnesses should reach out to OSSA. 
· Writing a witness statement – If you are unable or unwilling to participate in the hearing, you can submit a written witness statement for the involved parties to read. Written statements should be submitted to the person asking you to be a witness before the hearing for it to be read during the hearing. Witnesses are encouraged to attend the hearing, if possible, to help minimize potential misinterpretation of their written statement. Their presence allows the decision-maker and involved parties to ask clarifying questions and gives the witness an opportunity to respond to any new information presented during the hearing.
[bookmark: _Toc472056745]Witness Statement
Witness statements can be provided via the involved parties to the OSSA-designated administrator or hearing board in lieu of a witness attending a hearing. Witness statements should include the following: 
· An introduction of the witness and their connection to the incident and involved party 
· A narrative about the incident: just the facts 
· Who was involved 
· What happened during the incident 
· Where did the incident occur 
· When did the incident occur 
· Why or what prompted the incident to occur 
· Supporting materials 
· Any text messages, emails, audio/video recordings, screenshots, pictures
· Each support material should be accompanied by some brief background information about the evidence (e.g., “This is a screenshot of a text conversation I had with the respondent on March 1, 2025”).  
Complainants and respondents may ask witnesses to answer specific questions relevant to the case in their written statements as well. It is important to note that written statements are typically read out loud during a hearing by the party asking you to be a witness. 
[bookmark: _Toc1755222461]During a Hearing
Hearings follow a structured format designed to guide the conversation. They are typically held via Zoom, and all participants must join from a quiet, private space. Only individuals directly involved in the incident may attend and participate. This includes complainants, respondents, witnesses, advisors, and the hearing body. Unauthorized individuals will not be allowed to join.
Hearings are recorded only for appeal purposes. Recordings are destroyed after an appeal decision is issued or once the appeal window has closed, as applicable to the case.
Involved parties have an opportunity to call in their own witnesses to answer questions in their opening statements. Prior to the hearing, involved parties may find it useful to prepare a list of questions they would like witnesses to answer. 
Witnesses are not allowed in the hearing until they are called in by the respondent or complainant during their opening statement or by the hearing body or either party during the hearing question-and-answer period. This may result in the witness waiting in a virtual waiting room for most of the hearing until called upon. Parties may call multiple witnesses during their opening statement, but each must be called one at a time. The hearing body will inform the witness when they are dismissed, typically after the question-and-answer period. 
[bookmark: _Toc1253816820]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: _Toc1354115891]Questions
If you have further questions about anything in this document or the OSSA Process as a witness, 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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