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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO UNIVERSITY INVESTIGATIONS

About This Book

An accusation from your university arrives without warning, moves faster than
you expect, and follows rules you have never been taught. This book teaches
them.

Every semester, intelligent and well-meaning people receive an email with the subject line
Notice of Investigation — and make critical decisions within the first hour that shape
everything that follows. They write in anger. They call classmates. They delete messages they
believe are irrelevant. They assume that telling the truth will be enough.

It often is not. A university investigation does not evaluate truth in the abstract. It evaluates
competing versions of events through the evidence placed in front of decision-makers — and
truth that is disorganized, unsupported, or poorly presented can lose to a weaker account
told well.

Written by an attorney and former law professor who has spent his career on both sides of
the academy, this guide explains how these proceedings actually work and what an effective
defense requires. It covers the first forty-eight hours, the anatomy of the process from
complaint through appeal, the ten costliest mistakes respondents make, artificial intelligence
and plagiarism allegations, how evidence and credibility are weighed, how to draft a written
response, how to handle the investigative interview, how to prepare for a hearing, how
appeals function, and how to protect your reputation throughout.

Separate chapters address the distinct exposure faced by faculty members, researchers, and
clinicians — where tenure, licensure, funding, and clinical privileges may all turn on a single
administrative finding.

Inside you will find:
A step-by-step map of the investigative process, from notice through final appeal
Seven ready-to-use checklists covering evidence, interviews, hearings, and appeals
Case-file vignettes showing what works, what fails, and precisely why
Guidance on Al-use allegations — the fastest-growing category of academic misconduct

A dedicated chapter for faculty, researchers, and licensed clinicians

The playing field is not level. The university writes the policies, selects the investigator,
controls the timeline, and decides the outcome. Preparation is the great equalizer — and
preparation is something you can start today.

Adam Lamparello « Lamparello Law, Education & Advocacy
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN
A Note to the Reader

This guide provides practical information about university investigations. It is not legal
advice, and reading it does not create an attorney—client relationship. Every institution
has its own policies, every investigation presents unique facts, and every case requires
careful evaluation based on its particular circumstances. If you are facing an investigation
with potentially serious academic, professional, employment, licensing, immigration, or
reputational consequences, seek individualized advice as early as possible. Early is not a
formality in this field. Early is everything.

About the case examples. Throughout this book you will find vignettes labeled
“From the Case Files.” They are drawn from the recurring patterns I have seen across
decades of representing students, faculty members, researchers, and professionals—but
every name is invented, and facts have been altered, combined, and fictionalized so that
no vignette describes any actual client or case. The people are composites. The mistakes,
unfortunately, are real. They happen every semester, on every campus, to intelligent and
well-meaning people who simply were never taught how these proceedings work.

That is the gap this book exists to close.
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INTRODUCTION
Introduction — The Email That Changes Everything

At 8:42 on a Tuesday morning, Sarah, a second-year graduate student, opened an email
that changed the course of her semester.

The subject line read: Notice of Investigation.

According to the email, a faculty member had reported concerns about one of Sarah’s
assignments. She was instructed not to discuss the matter with classmates, to preserve all
relevant documents, and to attend an investigative meeting the following week.

Within thirty minutes, Sarah made three decisions she would later regret.

First, she drafted a long email insisting that she had done nothing wrong. She wrote
while she was angry, frightened, and trying to reconstruct events that had occurred
several weeks earlier.

Second, she called three classmates to ask what they thought had happened. By the
end of the day, several students knew she was under investigation, and conflicting
versions of events had already begun circulating.

Third, she deleted several text messages she found embarrassing, even though she
believed they had nothing to do with the allegation. She assumed they were irrelevant.
She did not consider that deleting potentially relevant information after receiving notice
of an investigation could itself become an issue.

Sarah believed she was defending herself.

In reality, she was making the investigator’s job easier.

Sarah is fictional, but the mistakes she made are not. I have watched some version of
them play out hundreds of times—in academic misconduct cases, artificial intelligence
and plagiarism allegations, harassment and discrimination complaints, research integrity
proceedings, professionalism reviews, clinical dismissals, faculty conduct matters, and
workplace investigations. Most people have no experience with university investigations.
They respond emotionally because no one has ever taught them how these proceedings
actually work.
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That is why this guide exists.

Investigations are not designed merely to discover truth in the
abstract. They are designed to evaluate competing versions of events
based on the evidence available to decision-makers.

University investigations are not ordinary academic disagreements. They can affect
scholarships, graduation, licensure, employment, tenure, promotion, research
opportunities, professional reputation, and future applications. They are fast-moving,
policy-driven, and deeply stressful. They are also frequently misunderstood—including
by the institutions that run them.

Many people assume that if they simply tell the truth, the process will reach the correct
outcome. Truth matters. Truth is the foundation of everything in this book. But an
investigation evaluates competing versions of events through the evidence in front of
decision-makers, and truth that is disorganized, unsupported, or poorly presented can
lose to a weaker story told well. That is not cynicism. That is how institutional decision-
making works, and pretending otherwise is how good people lose winnable cases.

This guide explains how university investigations usually work, how evidence is
evaluated, why credibility matters, how to prepare a written response, what to expect in
interviews and hearings, how appeals function, and how to protect your reputation
throughout the process.

The central lesson is simple:

Evidence matters. Credibility matters. Chronology matters.
Professionalism matters. And preparation often matters more than people
realize.

THE ADVOCATE’S PERSPECTIVE

One more thing before we begin, because it should be said plainly: the playing field
is not level. The university writes the policies, selects the investigator, controls the
timeline, holds the records, and decides the outcome. You do not have subpoena
power. You often cannot cross-examine anyone. In many proceedings, your attorney
can sit beside you but cannot speak.

None of that means you are powerless. It means the opposite: because the process is
asymmetrical, your preparation is the great equalizer. Every chapter of this book is
built on that conviction. You have more control than you think—over the evidence
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you preserve, the record you build, the credibility you earn, and the story the
decision-makers ultimately hear. This book will show you how to use it.

How to Use This Guide

You do not need to read this guide from beginning to end in one sitting. If you have just
received notice of an investigation, begin with Chapter Two and the First 48 Hours
Checklist in Appendix A. If artificial intelligence is involved, read Chapter Five
immediately. If you are drafting a written response, focus on Chapter Seven. If an
interview is approaching, read Chapter Eight; if a hearing is approaching, read Chapter
Nine. If you have received an unfavorable decision, go directly to Chapter Ten. And if you
are a faculty member, researcher, or clinician, Chapter Eleven addresses the additional
considerations that apply to you.

If you have time, read the guide in order. The chapters build on one another and follow
the typical life cycle of a university investigation:

«  Why university investigations are different

« What to do in the first 48 hours

« How the process unfolds, from complaint to appeal

« The costliest mistakes respondents make

« How artificial intelligence allegations arise—and how they are defended
- How evidence and credibility are weighed

« How to craft an effective written response

« How to handle the investigative interview

- How to prepare for a hearing

- How appeals work

« How to protect your reputation

The appendices provide practical tools you can use immediately. The case files throughout
each chapter show you what these principles look like when real stakes are on the line.
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CHAPTER ONE
Chapter One — Why University Investigations Are Different

University investigations are not court cases. They are not ordinary meetings with a
professor, dean, supervisor, or department chair. They are not informal conversations,
even when they feel informal—especially when they feel informal.

They are institutional processes governed by policies, procedures, standards, records,
and decision-makers. Understanding that distinction is the first step toward responding
effectively. Nearly every serious mistake I see respondents make traces back to a failure
to understand it.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The “Quick Chat” That Wasn’t

Danielle, a nursing student, received a friendly email from her program director
asking her to “stop by for a quick chat about clinical documentation.” She went alone,
unprepared, assuming it was routine feedback. The director took notes throughout.
Three weeks later, Danielle received a formal notice of professionalism charges—and
the summary of that “chat,” including several offhand statements she barely
remembered making, was Exhibit A.

Nothing about the meeting was improper. It simply was what it was: an investigative
interview wearing casual clothes. If a conversation touches conduct that could be
questioned, treat it as part of the record. Because it is.

Universities Are Not Courts
One of the first misconceptions people have is that a university investigation operates like
a criminal trial or civil lawsuit.

It does not.

Courts follow detailed rules governing evidence, discovery, testimony, subpoenas,
motions, objections, and legal burdens. University proceedings are different. Most
colleges and universities establish their procedures through student handbooks, faculty
manuals, collective bargaining agreements, research integrity policies, professional
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standards, accreditation rules, Title IX procedures, codes of conduct, or employment
policies.

Those procedures may include important fairness protections. But they generally do
not mirror the formal rules that govern litigation.

Exhibit 1.1 — Courtroom vs. Campus Proceeding

In a Courtroom ‘ On a Campus

Rules of evidence Formal; hearsay generally = Informal; hearsay often

excluded considered
Testimon Sworn, under oath, Interview summaries
Y transcribed written by the investigator
. Broad rights to obtain the = Limited or no access until
Discovery .3 . e e .
other side’s evidence the institution shares it
Your advocate Speaks for you, objects, Often may attend but not
cross-examines speak
Beyond a reasonable Usually preponderance of
Burden of proof .. .
ur pr doubt (criminal) the evidence
Decision-maker Judge or jury bound by Admlmstrato-rs or panels
law bound by policy
Timeline Months to years Sometimes weeks

Many respondents prepare for university investigations as though they are preparing for
trial. They spend enormous energy arguing technical points while overlooking the
practical questions investigators are actually trying to answer.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Preparing for the Wrong Arena

Marcus, an engineering major accused of unauthorized collaboration, spent his
preparation time researching hearsay objections and constitutional arguments. At
his conduct meeting, he objected—repeatedly—to a classmate’s secondhand
statement, demanded “discovery,” and cited cases the panel had no authority to
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apply. What he never did was explain the one thing the panel actually needed: why
his design file and his lab partner’s shared identical timestamps.

The panel was not hostile. It was simply asking a policy question while Marcus
answered a legal one. A single paragraph walking through the shared workstation
schedule—supported by the lab sign-in log he never submitted—would have done
more than every objection combined.

A better approach begins with the institution’s own rules. What policy is at issue? What
does that policy require? What standard of proof applies? What evidence may be
considered? What rights does the respondent have? Who decides the outcome? What
appeal rights exist?

In university investigations, the policy is the roadmap. Read it before you write a

word.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Policy Was the Whole Case

A postdoctoral researcher, Elena, was accused of research misconduct after a data
discrepancy surfaced in a grant submission. Her instinct was to defend her science.
Her advisor’s instinct was to apologize and move on. The winning move was neither.
The institution’s research misconduct policy—like the federal definition it tracked—
required proof of intentional, knowing, or reckless falsification, and expressly
excluded honest error.

Elena’s response conceded the discrepancy, documented the transcription error that
produced it, and walked the committee through the policy’s own language, element
by element. The committee found honest error, not misconduct. She never had to
prove her data was perfect. She had to prove the policy’s definition was not met.
Those are very different cases.

The Standard of Proof Is Often Lower Than People Expect

In criminal cases, prosecutors generally must prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. In

many university proceedings, the standard is far lower.

Most institutions use a preponderance of the evidence standard, asking whether

it is more likely than not—think 51 percent—that the alleged conduct occurred. Others use
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clear and convincing evidence for certain proceedings. The applicable standard
depends on the institution’s policies and the nature of the allegations.

The practical consequence is significant. You do not necessarily prevail because there
are unanswered questions. You prevail when the available evidence fails to satisfy the
applicable standard under the institution’s own procedures.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Fifty-One Percent

Dr. Chen, a tenured chemistry professor, faced a professionalism complaint built
almost entirely on one graduate student’s account. “It’s her word against mine,” he
told me. “They can’t possibly find against me on that.” Under a preponderance
standard, they absolutely could—and nearly did. A tie does not go to the respondent,
and a slightly more detailed, slightly more consistent account can carry the day.

What changed the outcome was not the denial. It was the record: two years of email
exchanges with the same student, uniformly cordial, including messages she sent
after the alleged incidents thanking him for mentorship. The lesson is not that
credibility contests are hopeless. It is that they are won with corroboration, not
confidence.

That is why organization, documentation, and credibility matter so much. When the
margin is 51 to 49, everything in this book is the margin.

Exhibit 1.2 — The 51 Percent Problem

Under preponderance, the likely

If the evidence feels like...
result may be...

50 / 50 No finding if truly equal

51 / 49 against respondent Responsibility may be found

Multiple unanswered questions but

slightly stronger complainant evidence Responsibility may still be found

Respondent denial plus corroborating

documents No responsibility may be found
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Investigations Are About More Than Facts
Most people believe investigations are designed to answer one question: What
happened?

In reality, investigators and decision-makers are trying to answer several questions at
once:

«  What happened?

«  What evidence supports that conclusion?

«  Which witnesses are most credible?

«  Which policies are implicated?

- Did the respondent have notice of the relevant rules or expectations?
» Were there mitigating or aggravating circumstances?

« Does the evidence satisfy the applicable standard of proof?

« Could the institution defend its decision if challenged later?

Those questions do not always point toward the same answer. A decision that appears
obvious emotionally may become more complicated when viewed through institutional
policy, evidentiary gaps, procedural requirements, and administrative risk.

Understand that last question especially. Institutions think about their own
exposure—to litigation, to accreditors, to regulators, to publicity. That is not a criticism;
it is an observation you can use. A respondent who calmly demonstrates that the record
cannot support a finding is speaking directly to the institution’s own risk calculus.

PRACTICE POINT

When you frame your response, do not just argue that you are right. Show the
decision-maker that a finding against you would be indefensible on this record—
unsupported by the evidence, inconsistent with the policy’s own language, or
procedurally vulnerable. You are not threatening anyone. You are helping a careful
administrator see what a careful administrator most wants to see: the safe, correct
answer is the one that favors you.

First Impressions Matter

By the time many students or faculty members receive notice of an investigation, the
process has already begun.
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A complaint may have been submitted. Someone may have reviewed it. Initial
conversations may have occurred. Documents may have been collected. Witnesses may
already have been identified.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Head Start You Never See

Priya, a doctoral candidate, received her notice on a Friday. She assumed the
investigation was starting that day. In fact, the records later showed the complaint
had been filed five weeks earlier. Her advisor had already been interviewed. Her lab
notebooks had already been pulled. Two committee members had already exchanged
emails characterizing her work habits.

None of this was improper, and none of it meant the outcome was fixed. But Priya’s
first submission—a rushed, defensive email—was read by people who had been living
with the file for over a month. Your first words land in a room where the conversation
has already started. Make sure they are words you chose carefully.

That does not mean the outcome has been predetermined. It does mean decision-makers
are rarely starting with a blank slate. Your first response therefore matters enormously.
It should not simply deny the allegation. It should help decision-makers evaluate the
evidence from a broader, more accurate perspective—and it should signal, from the first
paragraph, that you are organized, credible, and taking the process seriously.

The Stakes Are Not the Same for Everyone

The same allegation can carry radically different consequences depending on who you
are. A finding that means a semester’s probation for one student can mean deportation,
career destruction, or the end of a decades-long vocation for someone else. Any honest
guide has to say so, because the level of caution you exercise should be calibrated to your
true exposure—not to how the institution describes the matter.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Same Charge, Different Worlds

Two students faced identical unauthorized-assistance charges arising from the same
group chat. For the first, a domestic sophomore, the realistic worst case was a failing
grade in one course. For the second, an international graduate student named Farid,
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a suspension would have terminated his visa status, his assistantship, and his path
to the degree his family had sacrificed for.

Identical allegation. Entirely different case. Farid needed immigration-informed
advice before he said a single word, a response strategy built around avoiding any
suspension-level sanction, and careful attention to how findings would be recorded.
If your exposure includes licensure, immigration, employment, or tenure, do not let
anyone—including the institution—treat your case as routine. It is not.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Unprotected Adjunct

Rosa, an adjunct instructor of twelve years, learned another hard version of this
lesson. A tenured colleague facing the same classroom-conduct complaint had a
faculty handbook full of procedural rights, a union representative, and a hearing
committee of peers. Rosa’s appointment letter incorporated none of it. Her “process”
was a single meeting with an associate dean.

That asymmetry made preparation more important, not less. With no procedural
safety net, her written response was the process—so we made it complete,
documented, and impossible to fairly ignore. Know which protections actually apply
to you before you assume you have them.

Every Investigation Is Also About Credibility

One of the most surprising lessons respondents learn is that investigations are not solely
about determining what occurred. They are also about determining whom to believe.

Credibility is not established by a single sentence or a confident denial. It develops
gradually, through consistency over time, corroboration by independent evidence, candor
about uncertainty, and professionalism under pressure. A person who calmly
acknowledges what they do not remember often appears more credible than someone who
claims perfect recall of every conversation. A timeline supported by contemporaneous
emails is more persuasive than one reconstructed months later from memory. Small
details become powerful because they demonstrate reliability.

10
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Chapter Six examines each of these credibility factors in depth. For now, the essential
point is this: from the moment you receive notice, everything you say, write, and do
becomes part of the record on which your credibility will be judged.

From the moment you receive notice, you are not just defending your
past conduct. You are creating new evidence with every word.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
 University investigations are institutional proceedings, not court cases—
prepare for the arena you are actually in.

« The governing policy is the roadmap; it often matters as much as the facts.

« The standard of proof is usually preponderance of the evidence: 51 percent.
Preparation is the margin.

« Decision-makers weigh evidence, credibility, chronology, policy, and
institutional risk simultaneously.

» Your true exposure—licensure, immigration, tenure, employment—should set
your level of caution, not the institution’s framing.

 Everything you say, write, and do after notice becomes part of the record.

11
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CHAPTER TWO
Chapter Two — The First 48 Hours

The first two days after receiving notice of an investigation are often the most important.
Not because the entire case will be decided in that time, but because early mistakes can
shape everything that follows—and early discipline can save cases that look unwinnable
on paper.

Your objective during the first 48 hours is not to prove your innocence, win the case,
or explain everything immediately.

Your objective is to stop making the situation worse and begin preparing
carefully.

Do Not Respond Immediately Unless Required
Your first instinct will be to explain, deny, defend, apologize, accuse, or persuade.
Pause.

An immediate emotional response rarely improves a case. It often creates new
problems: inaccurate timelines, overstatements, speculation, unnecessary admissions, or
comments that later appear inconsistent with documents.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Midnight Email

Jordan received his notice at 9:14 p.m. By 11:52 p.m., he had sent the investigator a
1,900-word reply—angry, sprawling, and written entirely from memory. In it, he
stated flatly that he had “never once discussed the exam with anyone.” He believed
that when he wrote it.

The investigator later obtained a group chat in which Jordan had asked a classmate
what topics the exam covered. The question was arguably innocent. The categorical
midnight denial was not. For the rest of the investigation, every statement Jordan
made was read through the lens of that one inaccurate sentence. The allegation didn’t
sink his credibility. His first email did.

If the notice requires a prompt acknowledgment of receipt, respond briefly and
professionally: confirm receipt, confirm you will comply with any preservation

12
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instructions, and confirm the deadline for your substantive response. Nothing more. The
substantive response comes after you understand the allegations, policies, evidence, and
deadlines.

PRACTICE POINT

A safe acknowledgment is three sentences: “I acknowledge receipt of the notice dated
[date]. I will preserve all potentially relevant materials as instructed. I intend to
respond by the stated deadline and will contact your office if I need clarification
about the process.” Professional, cooperative, and impossible to use against you.

Read the Notice Carefully
Read the notice once. Then read it again. Then read it a third time with a highlighter.
Identify:
»  What conduct is alleged?
«  What policy or policies are cited?
- What date range is involved?
« Who is assigned to investigate or decide the matter?
«  What deadlines apply?
«  What rights are identified?
- What restrictions are imposed?
« Are you instructed not to contact certain people?
« Are you instructed to preserve evidence?

« Are interim measures or restrictions in place?

There is a major difference between responding to the allegation you actually received
and responding to the allegation you fear the university is making.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Deadline in Paragraph Nine

Aisha read her notice twice—or thought she did. She absorbed the allegation, the
policy citation, and the meeting date. What she missed was a single sentence in
paragraph nine: written responses and supporting documents were due five business

13
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days before the meeting. She arrived with a folder of exculpatory emails the panel
was not permitted to accept.

The panel offered no continuance; the policy did not require one. She was left
describing documents from memory that she was holding in her hands. Calendar
every deadline in the notice within the first hour, including the ones buried in the
middle. Deadlines in these proceedings are not suggestions.

Preserve Evidence Immediately

Once you receive notice of an investigation, assume that all potentially relevant evidence
must be preserved. Preserve:

» Emails

« Text messages

« Chat and messaging-app communications
» Social media messages

+ Assignment drafts

» Version histories

» Learning management system records
» Calendar entries

« Notes

 Syllabi

+ Policies

¢ Meeting invitations

« Research data

« Clinical or placement records

« Photographs

« Screenshots

« Metadata, where relevant
Do not delete anything simply because you believe it is irrelevant or embarrassing.

Destroying potentially relevant information after receiving notice can transform a
defensible case into an indefensible one.

14
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FROM THE CASE FILES

The Deletion That Became the Case

Tyler was accused of receiving photographed exam questions. He hadn’t—but his
group chat contained months of juvenile, embarrassing messages, so the night he
received his notice, he deleted the entire thread. Other students’ phones preserved it,
of course. The chat itself contained nothing incriminating about the exam.

The deletion was another matter. The panel could not un-see what it implied. Tyler
was found not responsible on the original cheating charge—and responsible for
interfering with an investigation. He was suspended for the cover-up of an offense he
did not commit. When in doubt, keep it. Embarrassing is survivable. Deleted is not.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Preservation as a Sword

Preservation does not just prevent harm; it wins cases. Amara was flagged by an AI-
detection tool with a report claiming her essay was “98% likely Al-generated.”
Because she acted within the first 48 hours, we captured her full Google Docs version
history before anything could be questioned: 61 revision snapshots across nine days,
showing sentences built word by word, typos made and corrected, paragraphs
rearranged at 1 a.m.

No detector’s probability score survives contact with a contemporaneous record of a
human being visibly writing. The matter was closed at the preliminary stage. The
version history existed on day one; the decision to preserve it is what made it
evidence.

Exhibit 2.1 — Preserve First, Organize Second
Action Safe Approach ‘ Risky Approach

Export or screenshot Delete embarrassing

Text messages
5 complete threads messages

Preserve full threads with  Forward isolated excerpts

[oe] dates only

15
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Exhibit 2.1 — Preserve First, Organize Second

Action Safe Approach ‘ Risky Approach
Save version histories Rely on final submitted
Drafts . :
immediately copy
Cloud files Ex;.)o.rt me:tadata and Re'n.ame Oor reorganize
revision history originals
Social media Screenshot relevant Edit, delete, or “clean up”

posts/messages

Do Not Contact the Complainant

In most cases, do not contact the person who made the complaint. Even if your intentions
are innocent, the communication may later be characterized as an attempt to influence,
pressure, intimidate, or persuade the complainant. If communication is necessary, seek
guidance first and use official channels.

FROM THE CASE FILES

“I Just Wanted to Clear the Air”

After learning a labmate had filed a complaint against him, Devon sent her a message
that read, in full: “Hey, I heard about the complaint. Can we just talk? I really don’t
want this to blow up for either of us.” He meant it kindly. He genuinely did.

By the end of the week, the case included a second charge: retaliation and attempted
interference, based entirely on that message—particularly the phrase “blow up for
either of us,” which was read as a veiled warning. The original complaint was
ultimately dismissed. The contact charge stuck. One text message turned a winning
case into a mixed result that followed him to his residency applications.

Be Careful Talking to Witnesses

You may need to identify witnesses or gather information. But broad conversations with
classmates, colleagues, students, faculty, supervisors, or coworkers create unnecessary
risk. Before speaking with anyone, ask:

« Do I genuinely need to speak with this person?

» Could this be viewed as an attempt to influence a witness?
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« Am I violating any instruction in the notice?
« Should this communication occur through counsel or another advisor?

 Isthere a better way to preserve the information?

Rumors spread quickly. Memories can be influenced. Casual conversations can later
become evidence.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Rumor Mill Runs Both Ways

Within two days of receiving her notice, Kayla had discussed her case with eleven
classmates—some in person, some in a group chat, each time with slightly different
emphasis. By the time the investigator began interviews, witnesses were repeating
things “Kayla said” that Kayla had never quite said, and two friends gave accounts
that contradicted her written response because they were unknowingly recalling her
venting, not the events.

The investigator’s report noted, accurately, that the respondent’s account “appears
to have evolved.” It hadn’t. Her retellings had. Every conversation you have about
your case creates a new version of your story that you no longer control.

Start a Master Timeline

Create a timeline immediately. Do not wait until memories fade. Include relevant
meetings, emails, assignments, communications, complaints, policy changes, warnings or
feedback, witness interactions, deadlines, investigation notices, interviews, and decisions.

A timeline does not need to be perfect on the first day. It needs to be accurate, sourced,
and updated as you review documents. For every entry, note the supporting document—
or note that the entry rests on memory alone. That single habit will pay dividends at every
later stage. (Appendix C provides a template.)

Find and Read the Policies

Do not rely only on the notice. Locate the actual policies governing the proceeding.
Depending on the matter, relevant policies may include the student conduct code,
academic integrity policy, Title IX or nondiscrimination policy, faculty handbook,
research misconduct policy, clinical placement manual, professionalism standards,

17




THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO UNIVERSITY INVESTIGATIONS

graduate school policies, departmental rules, a collective bargaining agreement, or
employment policies.

The policy may define the alleged violation, identify procedural rights, set deadlines,
describe evidence rules, identify the decision-maker, and limit appeal grounds. Download
a copy of every applicable policy as it exists today—policies change, and you want the
version in effect during the relevant period.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Syllabus Beat the Software

Wei, an international graduate student, was charged with unauthorized Al use in a
data-analysis course. The charging document cited the university-wide integrity
policy. The course syllabus, however, expressly permitted “Al-assisted debugging
and code review” while prohibiting Al-generated analysis. Wei’s usage logs showed
exactly that: he had pasted error messages into a chatbot to debug his own code.

Because he found and preserved the syllabus in the first 48 hours—before the
professor quietly revised it for the next term—the case collapsed at the preliminary
stage. The most specific applicable rule usually governs. Find every layer: university
policy, school policy, department policy, syllabus, assignment instructions.

Decide Whether to Seek Advice

Not every investigation requires legal representation. But early advice can prevent
mistakes that are difficult or impossible to repair later. Consider seeking advice promptly
if the matter could affect suspension or expulsion, degree completion, licensure or
certification, immigration status, employment, tenure or promotion, research funding,
clinical placement, professional reputation, criminal exposure, or future applications.

The earlier you seek informed guidance, the more options you have. I say this not as
marketing but as pattern recognition: the calls I receive in week one routinely end better
than the calls I receive in week ten, because in week one, nothing irreversible has
happened yet.
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Exhibit 2.2 — The First 48 Hours — Do and Don’t

First 48 Hours Do Don’t

Read it three times;

The notice . Skim it once and react
calendar every deadline
. Stemile: el prof(?ssmnal Send a long substantive
Responding acknowledgment if
. defense the same day
required
. Preserye everything, Delete, edit, rename, or
Evidence including the “clean up” anythin
embarrassing P &
Route any necessary
. - Reach “cl h
The complainant contact through official aiif}c outto “clear the
channels
Other people Confide only in advisors Discuss the case with
peop who need to know classmates or coworkers
. Start a sourced master Trust memory and the
Preparation . . . -
timeline; pull every policy = notice’s summary
Assess your true exposure; . .
4 . ’ 1 aff
Help get advice early if stakes Wait until after an

are high unfavorable finding

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Do not respond substantively until you understand the allegation, the policy,
and the deadlines.

Preserve everything immediately—deletion after notice can become a worse
problem than the original allegation.

Never contact the complainant; route necessary communication through
official channels.

Every conversation about your case creates evidence you do not control.

Start a sourced master timeline and collect every layer of applicable policy on
day one.
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 Calendar every deadline within the first hour, including the ones buried mid-
notice.

« If the stakes include suspension, licensure, immigration, tenure, or
employment, get informed advice now, not later.
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CHAPTER THREE
Chapter Three — Anatomy of the Process

For many students and faculty members, the most frightening part of a university
investigation is not the allegation itself. It is the uncertainty.

Questions begin immediately: Who filed the complaint? Have they already decided I
am responsible? Will I be allowed to tell my side of the story? Can I lose my scholarship,
degree, job, grant, promotion, or placement?

Those questions are understandable. One of the best ways to reduce anxiety—and to
make strategic decisions instead of fearful ones—is to understand what the investigation
is designed to accomplish and how it typically unfolds. Although every university has its
own policies, procedures, and terminology, most investigations follow a similar sequence.

Exhibit 3.1 — The Investigation Lifecycle

Stage What Happens ‘ Your Move

Information reaches the

1. Complain instituti
Complaint or report institution

Institution decides

2. Preliminary assessment . .
Ty whether to investigate

3. Notice to respondent You receive formal notice

Documents and records

4. Evidence collection gathered

Investigator interviews

5. Witness interviews .
witnesses

Written and/or oral

.Y i
6. Your response opportunity to respond

Evidence weighed against

7. Evaluation the standard

Responsibility and

8. Findings & decision ) .
5 sanctions determined

Usually invisible to you;
nothing to do yet

If contacted, be brief,
professional, accurate

Chapter Two: preserve,
read, calendar, prepare

Build your own evidence
file and timeline

Identify witnesses; never
coach them

Chapters Six and Seven

Your record does the work
you prepared it to do

Read the reasoning line by
line
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Exhibit 3.1 — The Investigation Lifecycle
Stage What Happens ‘ Your Move

Limited review on

permitted grounds Chapter Nine

9. Appeal

Stage One: The Complaint or Report

Every investigation begins with information. Sometimes it is a formal written complaint
submitted through an online reporting system. Other times it begins with a faculty
member’s email, a supervisor’s memorandum, an anonymous report, a student
complaint, a witness statement, a plagiarism report, an Al detection flag, a research audit,
a clinical evaluation, or information discovered during another investigation.

Not every complaint results in a formal investigation. Universities often conduct an
initial review to determine whether the allegation, if true, would violate university policy.

The phrase if true matters. At this stage, the institution is usually not deciding
whether the allegation is accurate. It is deciding whether the allegation warrants further

review.

Stage Two: Preliminary Assessment

After a complaint is received, someone decides how it should be handled—Student
Conduct, Academic Affairs, Human Resources, a Title IX or civil rights office, a research
integrity office, a compliance office, a dean or chair, a faculty committee, clinical program
leadership, or graduate school administration.

During this stage, the institution may ask: Does the university have jurisdiction?
Which policies may apply? Are interim measures necessary? Should electronic records be
preserved? Are there witnesses who should be contacted promptly? Is an informal
resolution available or appropriate?

Sometimes the university concludes that no further action is necessary. Other times
the matter proceeds to formal investigation.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Winning Before It Starts

Not every case should be fought at a hearing; some should be ended before a hearing
exists. When Omar, a first-year law student, was reported for “unauthorized
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collaboration” on a memo, we submitted a short, documented letter at the
preliminary assessment stage: the assignment instructions expressly permitted
discussing “research strategy,” and the only communications at issue were three texts
about which database to use.

The assessment officer’s job at that stage is to decide whether the allegation, if true,
would violate policy. Our letter showed that even accepting every alleged fact, no
violation existed. The matter closed in eleven days with no formal charge and no
record. The earliest stage is often the cheapest place to win—if you engage it
thoughtfully instead of ignoring it.

Stage Three: Notice to the Respondent

One of the most important moments in the process occurs when the respondent—the
student, faculty member, employee, researcher, clinician, or professional accused of
misconduct—receives formal notice. The notice may identify the policies allegedly
violated, a summary of the allegations, the relevant time period, the investigator assigned,
deadlines, procedural rights, communication restrictions, evidence preservation
obligations, and potential consequences.

This is the point at which many people make their first major mistake: they
immediately begin explaining. They send long emails. They call colleagues. They post
online. They delete messages. They contact the complainant. They try to solve the problem
before understanding it.

The better approach is simple: Read the notice carefully. Identify exactly what
is being alleged. Then prepare.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Vague Notice

Naomi’s notice alleged “unprofessional conduct during the spring semester”—no
dates, no incidents, no names. Responding to that is like shadowboxing. Instead of
guessing, she sent a two-sentence request: could the office identify the specific
incidents and policy provisions at issue so she could respond meaningfully?

The clarified notice narrowed the case to two identifiable meetings—one of which she
could prove she did not attend, with a timestamped clinic record. You cannot rebut
an accusation you cannot see. A respectful request for specificity is almost always
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appropriate, and how the institution answers tells you a great deal about the case you
are actually facing.

Stage Four: Evidence Collection

After the investigation formally begins, investigators gather evidence. Depending on the
allegation, evidence may include emails, text messages, learning management system
records, assignment drafts, Al or plagiarism reports, metadata, research data, personnel
records, surveillance footage, access logs, clinical records, calendars, photographs,
policies, witness statements, and—where policy permits—prior complaints.

The purpose is not merely to collect information. It is to reconstruct what happened.
Good investigators do not simply accumulate documents; they organize documents into
a narrative. That is why chronology matters so much—and why you should be building
your own evidentiary record in parallel rather than waiting to see what the institution
assembles.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Log Files Cut Both Ways

In an online-exam case, the university’s entire theory rested on learning-
management-system logs showing Marcus’s account “inactive” for nineteen minutes
mid-exam—time he supposedly spent consulting prohibited materials. The
institution read the logs one way. We read them completely.

The full log export, which we requested in writing, showed the same nineteen-minute
gap for six other students in the same session: a documented platform outage,
confirmed by the vendor’s status page, which we preserved. Digital evidence feels
objective, but it always requires interpretation—and the interpretation you get
depends on who bothers to look at all of it. Never accept a summary of the data when
the data itself exists.

Stage Five: Witness Interviews

Witness interviews are often central to university investigations. Investigators are rarely
looking for perfect memories. They are looking for reliability.
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Different witnesses naturally remember different details. That is normal. Investigators
evaluate whether independent accounts generally fit together or whether significant
inconsistencies require further inquiry.

Good witnesses answer honestly, avoid speculation, distinguish what they know from
what they assume, acknowledge uncertainty, correct mistakes promptly, and stay within
their personal knowledge. A confident but inaccurate answer damages credibility far more
than an honest statement that memory has faded.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Two Witnesses, Two Outcomes

In the same faculty investigation, two witnesses were asked about a contentious
department meeting. The first testified with total confidence: exact quotes, precise
seating positions, the works. The second repeatedly said things like, “I don’t recall
his exact words, but the substance was a concern about deadlines—my notes from
that afternoon say the same.”

When the meeting minutes surfaced, the confident witness had the date wrong,
misattributed a quote, and placed one participant in a meeting he never attended.
The careful witness matched the record on every point she claimed. Guess which
account anchored the final report. Certainty is not credibility. Reliability is.

Stage Six: The Respondent’s Opportunity to Respond

Most university processes provide some opportunity for the respondent to respond before
significant discipline is imposed. That opportunity may be written, oral, or both. It
deserves your very best work.

Many respondents either deny everything broadly or submit long narratives that
answer questions no one asked. Neither approach is effective. The strongest responses are
organized, chronological, supported by documentation, focused on the applicable policy,
candid about difficult facts, professional in tone, and responsive to the actual allegations.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Forty Pages of Nothing

One faculty respondent—before he became a client—answered a focused three-issue
notice with a forty-one-page manifesto covering a decade of departmental
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grievances, two unrelated tenure disputes, and a theory about the dean’s motives.
Buried on page thirty-three was a genuinely powerful point: the key email had been
quoted out of context, and the full thread refuted the charge.

The investigator’s report addressed the manifesto in two sentences and never
engaged the email argument at all. On appeal, we made that single point in three
pages with the full thread attached—and won. The goal is not to say everything. The
goal is to make it impossible for the decision-maker to miss the things that matter.

The goal is not merely to say, “I disagree.” The goal is to help decision-makers understand
why your explanation best accounts for the evidence. Chapter Seven is devoted entirely to
this.

Stage Seven: Evaluation of the Evidence

Once documents have been collected and interviews completed, investigators evaluate the
evidence. They ask practical questions: Is the evidence internally consistent? Are
important facts corroborated? Do witness accounts align with documents? Are there gaps
in the timeline? Which explanation best accounts for all available information? Does the
evidence satisfy the applicable standard of proof?

Evidence is rarely persuasive simply because it exists. It becomes persuasive when it
fits within a coherent explanation of events.

Stage Eight: Findings and Recommendations

Some investigators only gather facts. Others make recommendations. Some determine
responsibility themselves. Institutional policy determines who decides the case—a
hearing panel, a dean, a provost, a faculty committee, a student conduct administrator, a
Title IX decision-maker, a research integrity official, or another designated official.

The decision may explain factual findings, applicable policies, credibility
determinations, whether a violation occurred, sanctions or corrective action, and appeal
rights. Understanding the reasoning is essential because it often determines whether an
appeal is viable.

PRACTICE POINT
When you receive a decision—favorable or not—read it the way an appellate lawyer
would. Which facts did the decision-maker accept? Which did it silently ignore? What
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evidence is cited, and what evidence that you submitted is never mentioned? A
finding that fails to grapple with your strongest documented points is not just
disappointing. It may be appealable. Chapter Ten shows you how to use it.

Stage Nine: Appeal or Further Review

Many people misunderstand appeals. An appeal is usually not a second opportunity to
argue the entire case. Most institutions limit appeals to specific grounds, such as
procedural error, new evidence, bias or conflict of interest, unsupported findings,
disproportionate sanctions, or misapplication of policy.

A successful appeal requires careful attention to the institution’s appeal rules and the
reasoning in the original decision. Chapter Ten covers this stage in depth.

The Central Question

Although investigations involve documents, interviews, policies, and procedures,
decision-makers are ultimately trying to answer one central question:

Which explanation of the facts is most persuasive under the
university’s rules?

Everything else—the emails, interviews, timelines, witness statements, policies, and
exhibits—exists to help answer that question. Every chapter that follows is about making
sure that when the question is asked, the most persuasive explanation on the table is
yours.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
« Investigations follow a sequence: complaint, assessment, notice, evidence
collection, interviews, response, evaluation, decision, appeal.

« The preliminary assessment stage is often the cheapest place to win—engage it
thoughtfully when you can.

« A vague notice deserves a respectful request for specificity; you cannot rebut
what you cannot see.

« Never accept a summary of digital evidence when the underlying data exists—
request and review the complete record.

« Reliability beats confidence in every interview, for you and for your witnesses.
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« Focused responses get engaged; manifestos get two sentences in the report.

« Read every decision like an appellate lawyer—what it ignores may matter more
than what it says.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Chapter Four — The Ten Costliest Mistakes

One of the greatest misconceptions about university investigations is that the outcome
depends entirely on the underlying facts.

Facts matter. But in case after case, I have watched people damage otherwise
defensible positions by making avoidable mistakes after the investigation began. The
investigation itself becomes part of the evidence. Every email you send, every
conversation you have, every document you preserve—or fail to preserve—influences how
decision-makers evaluate your credibility.

The encouraging news is that every one of these mistakes can be avoided. This chapter
names the ten I see most often, each with a case file showing what the mistake looks like
when it happens to a real person.

Mistake 1: Assuming the Truth Will Speak for Itself

Many people believe that because they know they are telling the truth, the investigation
will naturally reach the correct conclusion. Investigations do not work that way.
Investigators can evaluate only the evidence available to them. They cannot consider
documents they have never seen, witnesses they do not know exist, or explanations that
were never provided.

Truth is essential. But truth must be supported by evidence, presented clearly, and

explained persuasively. Truth without organization can lose to a better-
organized narrative.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Innocent Man Who Almost Lost

Professor Okafor was accused of altering a student’s grade improperly. He was
innocent—the change corrected a data-entry error—and he was so certain the truth
was obvious that he submitted a two-paragraph response and attended his interview
without reviewing a single record. He could not recall the date of the correction, could
not name the staff member who flagged the error, and could not explain the
registrar’s workflow.
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The complainant, meanwhile, submitted a tabbed binder. The preliminary finding
went against him. It took a full appeal—built on the registrar’s ticket logs he should
have submitted on day one—to reverse it. He was truthful from the first moment. He
was persuasive only at the last one. Do not make the decision-maker excavate your
innocence. Hand it to them, organized.

Mistake 2: Responding Emotionally

Receiving notice of an investigation is stressful. People become frightened, embarrassed,
angry, and defensive. Their first instinct is to fire back within the hour.

One poorly written email can remain in the investigative file forever. It may introduce
inconsistencies, speculative statements, accusations, or admissions that follow you
through every later stage—the interview, the hearing, even the appeal. Before responding,
understand the allegation, review the documents, organize the timeline, and think
carefully about what the decision-maker actually needs to know. Speed is rarely as
valuable as accuracy.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Quoted in the Final Decision

Lena’s first-night email called the complaint “a coordinated hit job by a vindictive
lab,” accused two named colleagues of “conspiring,” and speculated at length about
motives she could not prove. Months later, the final decision quoted that email
twice—not for its facts, but as evidence bearing on her “judgment and
professionalism,” which happened to be the precise subject of the charge.

Her substantive defense was actually strong. The panel just met her angriest self first.
You never get to choose which of your sentences a decision-maker remembers. Write
every one as if it will be the one they quote.

Mistake 3: Failing to Preserve Evidence

Chapter Two explained what to preserve and why. The mistake deserves its own entry
here because it is so common—and so devastating. The moment you learn an investigation
has begun, assume every potentially relevant document may become important, including
material you consider trivial or embarrassing. Deleting it after receiving notice invites the
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inference that you had something to hide, and it may itself violate policy. When in doubt,
keep it.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Auto-Delete Setting

Sanjay never deleted anything deliberately. But his messaging app was set to auto-
delete conversations after thirty days, and he never thought to change it after
receiving notice. By the time the investigator requested his communications, three
critical weeks of exculpatory messages—where a teammate acknowledged the work
was Sanjay’s own—were gone from his device.

The teammate’s phone had the same setting. The messages were simply gone, and
with them, the cleanest proof in the case. Preservation is not just refraining from
deletion. It is affirmatively capturing what exists: screenshots, exports, backups—
within the first 48 hours, before settings, syncs, and time do their quiet work.

Mistake 4: Talking to Everyone Except the Right People

Some respondents spend days discussing the investigation with classmates, coworkers,
friends, and social media contacts. Ironically, they spend little time preparing the
response that actually matters. Casual conversations produce misunderstandings,
rumors, and inconsistent recollections. In some cases, they are interpreted as attempts to
influence witnesses. Choose carefully whom you consult. Thoughtful preparation is more
valuable than widespread discussion.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Post That Became Exhibit 12

Frustrated and scared, Brianna posted in a private class forum: “Apparently doing
your own work gets you investigated now. This school protects nobody.” Forty-one
classmates saw it. One forwarded it to the conduct office. It entered the file as Exhibit
12—offered to show she had “discussed the pending matter publicly despite
instructions,” a violation of the confidentiality directive in her notice.

A private vent to a trusted mentor would have cost her nothing. A post to forty-one
people cost her the moral high ground and added a charge. Vent upward, to
advisors—never outward, to audiences.
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Mistake 5: Guessing Instead of Saying “I Don’t Remember”

People believe they must answer every question immediately and confidently. They do
not. Human memory is imperfect. There is nothing dishonest about acknowledging
uncertainty. Guessing, however, is dangerous: if you estimate that a meeting occurred on
Tuesday when records show Wednesday, investigators may question your reliability even
though the error was innocent. Accuracy is more persuasive than certainty.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Three Small Guesses

In his interview, Diego guessed three times rather than admit he wasn’t sure: the date
he started the assignment, whether he’d opened a shared drive, and who suggested
the study group. All three guesses were wrong, and all three were checkable—file
metadata, access logs, and a group chat proved it. None of the errors related to the
core allegation.

But the report’s credibility section listed all three, and the finding turned on whose
account was “more reliable.” Three unnecessary guesses handed the investigator the
answer. “I don’t remember, but the records will show it” is a complete, honest, and
safe answer. Use it.

Mistake 6: Ignoring the Timeline

Nearly every investigation is chronological. Who said what? When? Who knew what?
What happened before the complaint? What happened after? What documents existed at
the time? Yet many respondents never create a timeline. They attempt to reconstruct
events from memory weeks or months later. A well-prepared timeline often becomes the
backbone of an effective response.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Timeline That Rewrote the Story

A department chair claimed he had raised “repeated concerns” about Dr. Iyer’s
collegiality “throughout the academic year.” Dr. Iyer built a sourced, week-by-week
timeline. It showed something striking: every documented -criticism—all five
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emails—came within nineteen days after she filed a formal complaint about lab-space
allocation. Before that date: two years of positive reviews and zero written concerns.

Presented as a one-page chronology with exhibits keyed to each entry, the pattern
did the arguing by itself. No accusation of retaliation was even necessary; the dates
made it. Chronology is not clerical work. It is often the single most powerful advocacy
tool a respondent has.

Mistake 7: Focusing Only on Intent Instead of Policy

Respondents frequently say, “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.” That may be true. It
may also be beside the point. Some university policies focus on conduct regardless of
intent. Others treat intent as relevant to responsibility, sanctions, or mitigation. You must
understand precisely what the policy requires. Respond to the issue the university must
decide—not the issue you wish it were deciding.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Good Intentions, Strict Liability

Hannah, a clinical psychology trainee, shared a de-identified case summary with a
peer consultation group—standard practice at her previous placement, done with
genuinely good intentions. Her current program’s confidentiality policy, however,
prohibited sharing case material outside supervised channels, full stop, intent
notwithstanding.

Her first draft response argued motive for six pages. Her final response took a
different shape: one candid paragraph acknowledging the policy breach, followed by
the argument that actually fit the process—intent, immediate self-correction, and an
unblemished record all bore on sanction. She received a documented warning
instead of the dismissal the program had initially contemplated. Argue intent where
the policy makes intent matter. Everywhere else, argue mitigation.

Mistake 8: Attacking the Complainant Instead of Addressing the Evidence

It is natural to feel angry if you believe someone made a false or unfair allegation. But
attacking the complainant’s motives is rarely a substitute for addressing the evidence. If
bias, retaliation, or ulterior motive is genuinely relevant, it should be established with
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specific facts—dates, documents, demonstrable inconsistencies. Your response should
remain focused on evidence, chronology, policy, and credibility. The strongest responses
do not merely criticize another person. They explain what happened.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Two Ways to Say “Bias”

Compare two respondents in similar disputes. The first wrote: “The complainant has
always been jealous of me and is clearly lying to destroy my career.” No dates, no
documents—just heat. The panel discounted it entirely and noted the “accusatory
tone.”

The second wrote: “On March 3, the complainant learned I received the fellowship
for which we both applied (Exhibit 4). The first complaint was filed March 7. In
eighteen prior months of working together, no concern was ever raised in writing
(Exhibits 5—6, complete email history).” Same underlying theory. One is an insult;
the other is evidence. Only one of them works.

Mistake 9: Treating the Interview Like an Informal Conversation

Many respondents underestimate investigative interviews. They assume the investigator
is simply gathering background. In reality, interviews often become one of the most
important parts of the record. Statements made during interviews appear in reports,
hearing materials, appeal decisions, and—when matters escalate—litigation. Approach
every interview professionally. Listen carefully. Answer the question asked. Do not
confuse an informal tone with an informal process.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Coffee and the Transcript

The investigator brought Nate a coffee, chatted about basketball, and said, “This is
just a conversation—help me understand what happened.” Nate relaxed. He
speculated about what classmates “probably” did, joked that “everyone bends the
collaboration rules a little,” and volunteered a tangent about an unrelated assignment
no one had asked about.

The interview summary preserved the speculation as if it were knowledge, quoted the
joke without the tone, and opened a second inquiry into the tangent. Nate wasn’t
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ambushed; he was comfortable. A skilled interviewer’s warmth is genuine and also
functional. Match the courtesy. Never match the informality.

Mistake 10: Waiting Too Long to Seek Advice

Perhaps the most costly mistake occurs before any response is submitted: people wait.
They assume they can handle the matter alone. Only after receiving an unfavorable
decision do they seek help. By then, deadlines have expired, evidence has disappeared,
witnesses no longer remember important details, and the written response has already
shaped the investigation.

Options narrow as the process advances. The guidance that could have redirected a
case in week one can often do little more than limit damage in week ten.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Week One vs. Week Ten

Two graduate students, two campuses, nearly identical Al-use allegations. The first
called for advice the day after her notice arrived. We preserved her drafting history,
mapped the syllabus language against the charge, and submitted a focused response
with exhibits. The matter closed without a finding in three weeks.

The second called after his hearing, after an adverse finding, after a suspension was
imposed—ten weeks in. His version history had rolled off. His interview contained
three damaging guesses. His appeal window allowed only procedural arguments, and
the procedure had been followed. We negotiated the sanction’s wording on his
transcript. That was all that was left to win. Same facts. Different weeks. Different
lives.

Exhibit 4.1 — The Mistake Matrix

The Mistake What It Costs ‘ The Antidote
Assuming truth speaks for  Innocence the decision- Organize and document
itself maker never sees everything

A permanent exhibit

. . Wait; write for the record
against your judgment

Responding emotionally
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Exhibit 4.1 — The Mistake Matrix

The Mistake

Failing to preserve
evidence

Talking to everyone

Guessing

Ignoring the timeline

Arguing intent, not policy

Attacking the complainant

Treating interviews
casually

Waiting to seek advice

What It Costs

Exculpatory proof lost;
spoliation inference

Rumors, drift,
interference charges

Checkable errors that
define your credibility

Facts stripped of the
context that saves you

Answering a question no
one asked

Heat instead of light;
credibility loss

Speculation preserved as
testimony

Options gone by the time
you ask

The Antidote
Capture everything in 48
hours

Confide only in advisors

“I don’t remember” when
true

Sourced chronology from
day one

Match the policy’s
elements; argue
mitigation

Prove bias with dates and
documents, or drop it

Match courtesy, never
informality

Assess exposure and get
help in week one

KEY TAKEAWAYS

« Most unfavorable outcomes are not caused by one dramatic moment—they are
shaped by many small, avoidable decisions.

 The investigation is also an evaluation of how you respond once questions are

raised.

« Preservation, chronology, candor, professionalism, and early advice are the

antidotes to nearly every mistake in this chapter.

» Week one and week ten are different worlds. Act like it.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Chapter Five — Artificial Intelligence Investigations

AT Allegations Are Different

Five years ago, the most common academic misconduct cases involved plagiarism,
unauthorized collaboration, cheating during examinations, or fabrication of research.
Today, one allegation has rapidly become one of the most common—and one of the least
understood:

Improper use of artificial intelligence.

Every semester, universities investigate students accused of using ChatGPT, Claude,
Gemini, Copilot, Grammarly, QuillBot, or other Al-assisted tools to complete
assignments. Some of those allegations are well founded. Others are based almost entirely
on unreliable detection software, misunderstandings about how AI tools actually
function, or institutional policies that have struggled to keep pace with rapidly changing
technology.

Unlike traditional plagiarism, AI investigations rarely involve copying another
person’s work word for word. Instead, investigators often ask a much more difficult
question:

Who actually created this work?

Answering that question requires more than intuition. It requires evidence.

FROM THE CASE FILES

“Ninety-Eight Percent AI”

Emily, a graduate student, received an email stating that an AI detection program
concluded her research paper was “98% likely to have been generated by artificial
intelligence.”

The number frightened her.

She assumed the software must know something she did not.

In reality, the investigator had little else.

Emily had written every word herself over eight days using Google Docs.

Fortunately, she still had her version history.
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The document showed sixty-three separate revisions, paragraphs that were rewritten
multiple times, typographical errors that were corrected, notes inserted in the
margin, citations added gradually, and substantial editing late at night after class.

The software estimated.

The version history demonstrated.

The allegation was dismissed before any hearing occurred.
The lesson is simple:

Probabilities are not proof.

Al Detectors Are Not Lie Detectors

One of the most common misconceptions is that Al detection software can determine with
certainty whether ChatGPT or another program wrote a paper.
It cannot.

Detection programs analyze characteristics such as sentence structure, vocabulary
patterns, predictability of language, and statistical measures of how text is constructed.
Those characteristics may suggest the possibility of Al assistance, but they cannot identify
who wrote the document with the certainty many people assume.

Different detection programs frequently produce different results.

The same paper may receive dramatically different scores depending on which
software is used and when it is tested. Updates to the software can also change the result
without any change to the underlying document.

For that reason, many institutions wisely treat AI detection reports as one piece of
information rather than conclusive evidence.

They should.
A probability score is not a finding of misconduct.

It is the beginning of an investigation—not the end.

The Best Evidence Is Usually Created Before the Investigation Begins

Many students unknowingly generate extraordinarily persuasive evidence while writing
— often without realizing it:

» Google Docs preserves revision history

»  Microsoft Word may save previous versions
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+ Cloud-storage platforms often maintain timestamps
« Reference-management software records research activity

« Browsers maintain search histories

These records frequently tell a much richer story than the finished paper alone.

A paper that evolves over several days through dozens of revisions generally looks very
different from a document pasted into a blank page moments before submission.

Investigators should examine that evidence.

Students should preserve it immediately.

FROM THE CASE FILES
The Missing Draft

Ryan insisted he had written his paper himself.

Unfortunately, he composed the entire assignment directly inside the university’s
learning-management system.

No drafts.
No version history.
No saved revisions.
No notes.

When the AI detector produced a high score, Ryan had almost nothing to
demonstrate how the paper had been written.

He ultimately prevailed because the investigator carefully reviewed his citations and
found independent evidence supporting his explanation.

But the case would have been far easier had he written the assignment in a platform
that preserved the drafting process.

Sometimes the strongest evidence is not what you wrote.

It is how you wrote it.
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Exhibit 5.1 — Evidence of Human Authorship

Evidence What It May Show

Version history

Gradual drafting, revision, editing, and

development
Drafts Evolution of ideas over time
Research notes Independent engagement with sources
Browser history Research trail and timing
Citation manager records Source collection and organization
Prior writing samples Consistent voice, style, and skill level
Tutor or writing-center records Independent witness to drafting process

Assignment instructions

Whether AI use was prohibited,
permitted, or ambiguous

Universities Are Still Learning

Artificial intelligence has developed more quickly than many university policies, and

approaches vary widely:

Some instructors prohibit all AT use

Others encourage it

Some permit Al for brainstorming but prohibit Al-generated writing
Others allow Al-assisted editing but not Al-assisted analysis

Still others have no policy at all

That means one of the first questions in every Al investigation should be:

What exactly did the applicable policy prohibit?

Never assume that a general university policy controls.

The course syllabus, assignment instructions, departmental handbook, or program

policy may contain more specific guidance.

As with every investigation, the governing policy is the roadmap.
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Al Assistance Is Not All the Same
There is a profound difference between asking ChatGPT to write your paper and asking it
to identify a misplaced comma.
Universities increasingly recognize that Al exists along a spectrum.
Examples include:
 brainstorming ideas
+ organizing an outline
» checking grammar
« improving clarity
+ summarizing research
« debugging computer code
- generating citations

+ writing entire assignments

Those activities are not ethically identical.
Neither are they treated identically under institutional policies.

The precise use matters.

PRACTICE POINT
If you used any Al tool, describe exactly how you used it.

Do not say:

“I used ChatGPT.”

Instead explain:

“I asked ChatGPT to identify grammatical errors after completing my own draft.”
Specificity builds credibility.

Generalities invite suspicion.

What Investigators Should Really Ask
A thoughtful investigation asks questions such as:
«  Which policy governed this assignment?

« What Al use, if any, occurred?
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When did it occur?

Can version history corroborate the student’s explanation?
Are drafts available?

Do citations support independent research?

Does the explanation account for all of the available evidence?

Those questions produce better decisions than reliance on a single software report.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Al detection software estimates probability; it does not prove misconduct.
Preserve version histories immediately.

Read the syllabus before assuming Al use was prohibited.

Distinguish between editing assistance and content generation.

Explain exactly how any Al tool was used.

The drafting process often becomes the strongest evidence of authorship.
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CHAPTER SIX
Chapter Six — How Evidence and Credibility Are Weighed

Most people enter a university investigation believing the outcome will depend on one
question: Am I innocent or guilty?

That is understandable. It is also too simple.

As Chapter Three explained, decision-makers are trying to determine which
explanation of the facts is most persuasive based on the available evidence and applicable
policy. That principle bears repeating because it should shape every choice you make. The
goal is not merely to insist that you are right. The goal is to help decision-makers
understand why your explanation of the evidence is more convincing than every
reasonable alternative.

Evidence Does Not Speak for Itself

One of the greatest misconceptions about investigations is that evidence is self-
explanatory. It is not.

Imagine two students submit remarkably similar papers. That similarity is evidence.
But what does it prove? Perhaps one student copied the other. Perhaps both used artificial
intelligence improperly. Perhaps they collaborated beyond what was permitted. Perhaps
they independently relied on the same source material. Perhaps the assignment itself
encouraged similar answers.

The similarity alone does not answer those questions. Evidence provides information.
Decision-makers must determine what that information means—and your job is to make
sure they have everything required to interpret it correctly.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Five Explanations, One Fact

Two seniors, Priya and Josh, submitted policy memos with strikingly parallel
structure and several near-identical sentences. The similarity report treated the
parallel as proof of copying. The complete picture told a different story: their
professor had distributed an annotated “model memo” the prior year, and both
students had used it as a template—as had, it turned out, four other students whose
papers were never compared.
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The similar sentences all traced to the model’s language. The winning response did
not deny the similarity. It explained it, exhibited the model memo side by side, and
asked the panel a simple question: which explanation accounts for all of the evidence,
including the four other students? Evidence is a fact. Meaning is an argument. Never
let the other side’s inference stand in as the only available meaning.

Facts and Inferences Are Different

Decision-makers must distinguish between facts and inferences. Facts can generally be
established through evidence: an email was sent; a meeting occurred; an assignment was
submitted; a policy existed. Inferences are conclusions drawn from facts.

If records show that a student opened an Al tool before submitting an assignment,
that may be a fact. The conclusion that the student improperly used artificial intelligence
is an inference. The inference may be correct. It may also be wrong.

One of the most effective ways to respond during an investigation is to separate facts
from assumptions: Which facts are undisputed? Which conclusions are being drawn from
those facts? Are there other explanations that fit the evidence equally well or better? What
evidence supports your explanation? What evidence undermines the competing one?

Often, the strongest response does not dispute every fact. It shows that the facts do
not support the conclusion being asserted.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Login That Meant Nothing

The charging document stated, as though it were damning: “Respondent accessed
ChatGPT at 11:47 p.m., thirteen minutes before submission.” True fact. The
inference—that the essay was Al-generated—did not follow. Maya’s browser history,
which she preserved and produced, showed the 11:47 session consisted of a single
query: asking the tool to check whether her citation format was correct, a use her
syllabus expressly permitted.

Her response conceded the login, reframed it, and attached the history. “The fact is
accurate; the inference is not, and here is why” is one of the most powerful sentence
structures in this entire field. Learn it.
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policy that exists.

THE ADVOCATE’S PERSPECTIVE
I want to be direct about Al-detection tools, because they now drive a large share of
my caseload: a probability score is not evidence of anything. These tools produce false
positives at meaningful rates, disproportionately flag non-native English speakers
and formulaic academic prose, and cannot be cross-examined. Some institutions

treat a detector percentage as if it were a fingerprint. It is not—and respondents
should say so, respectfully and with documentation.

The counter-evidence that actually wins these cases is a record of the writing process:
version histories, drafts, notes, research trails, and the respondent’s demonstrated
voice across prior work. If you write anything of consequence as a student or scholar
in this era, preserve your process as a habit. It is the closest thing to an insurance

Credibility Is Built, Not Claimed

Almost every respondent believes they are credible. Simply saying, “I am telling the

truth,” persuades no one. Credibility is earned through the record. Decision-makers

commonly evaluate it through five factors.

Exhibit 6.1 — The Five Credibility Factors

Credibility Factor

The Question
Decision-Makers Ask

How You Earn It

Consistency

Corroboration

Plausibility

Candor

Does the account remain
stable over time?

Does independent
evidence confirm it?

Does it account for all the

evidence?

Are difficult facts
acknowledged?

One sourced timeline;
honesty about what you
don’t recall

Emails, metadata, records,
and witnesses tied to each
key fact

Explain unfavorable facts,
not just favorable ones

Concede what is true;
contest what is not
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Exhibit 6.1 — The Five Credibility Factors

The Question

ibility F . e How You E |
Credibility Factor Decision-Makers Ask ow You Earn It
How do they conduct Measured tone in every
Professionalism themselves under document, meeting, and
pressure? email

Consistency

Does your explanation remain consistent over time? Consistency does not require perfect
memory. It requires honesty about what you know, what you do not know, and what you
cannot remember.

Corroboration

Can your account be confirmed by independent evidence? Emails, texts, calendar entries,
metadata, witnesses, policies, photographs, assignment drafts, and meeting notes can all
corroborate important facts. The more independent support your explanation has, the
stronger your credibility becomes.

Plausibility

Does your explanation make sense? Does it fit the chronology? Does it explain both
favorable and unfavorable evidence? A possible explanation is not necessarily a
persuasive one. A persuasive explanation best accounts for all available information.

Candor

One of the most underestimated aspects of credibility is the willingness to acknowledge
unfavorable facts. Respondents sometimes believe they must deny every criticism.
Experienced decision-makers know real events are rarely perfect. A person who admits a
mistake while explaining why it does not establish misconduct often appears more
credible than someone who insists every decision was flawless. Candor demonstrates
confidence. Exaggeration creates doubt.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Concession That Won the Case

Ethan’s hearing involved a late-submitted clinical log and an allegation that he had
backdated entries. His first instinct was to defend everything. His final statement
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instead opened with a concession: “The log was submitted late, and that was my
failure to manage a deadline. I want to be straightforward about that.” Then the pivot:
the metadata showed every entry was created on the day of the corresponding shift—
late submission, not false entries.

Two panel members later cited that opening concession as the moment they began
trusting his account of the disputed facts. Candor about the small, true thing bought
him credibility on the large, contested thing. That trade is almost always available,
and respondents almost never take it.

Professionalism

Professionalism affects how information is received. It does not replace evidence, but it
reinforces credibility. Respectful, organized, thoughtful communication helps decision-
makers focus on substance. Hostility, sarcasm, speculation, and personal attacks distract
from the evidence—and become evidence themselves.

Investigators Look for Patterns

Respondents focus on isolated events. Investigators look for patterns. One email rarely
decides a case. Instead, investigators ask broader questions: Do the documents
consistently support one explanation? Do witness accounts generally align? Does the
respondent’s explanation remain stable as additional evidence emerges? Are
inconsistencies isolated or repeated?

Patterns are powerful because they reduce uncertainty. A single inconsistency may
have an innocent explanation. Repeated inconsistencies invite closer examination.
Likewise, one favorable document may not establish your position. Twenty documents
pointing in the same direction can become overwhelming.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Twenty-Three Emails, One Direction

A supervisor claimed Dr. Reyes had been “chronically resistant to feedback.” Rather
than deny it in the abstract, her response attached all twenty-three feedback
exchanges from the review period—every one showing the same sequence: feedback
received, thanked, implemented, and confirmed in writing, usually within 48 hours.
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No single email proved anything. The unbroken pattern proved everything. When the
record is on your side, do not summarize it. Show its shape.

Missing Evidence Matters

Experienced investigators pay attention to evidence that should exist but does not.
Suppose an institution claims a faculty member had serious professionalism problems for
two years. One would reasonably expect written counseling, performance evaluations,
contemporaneous emails, meeting notes, or corrective plans. If those records are largely
absent—despite extensive documentation of routine matters—decision-makers should
ask why.

Missing evidence does not automatically prove anything. But it raises questions that
deserve answers, and a well-crafted response asks them explicitly.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Dog That Didn’t Bark

The termination letter described “longstanding, well-documented performance
concerns.” In the produced record, “well-documented” amounted to nothing before
the month the dispute began—no evaluation below “exceeds expectations,” no
written counseling, no email raising any concern, across three years at an institution
that documented parking violations in triplicate.

The response put the question squarely: an institution this meticulous about
paperwork produced two years of alleged problems and zero contemporaneous
paper. Which is more likely—that every administrator forgot to write anything down,
or that the concerns did not exist until they became useful? Absence, framed
precisely, can be your most eloquent exhibit.

Chronology Changes Everything

Evidence cannot be evaluated properly without understanding timing. A professor’s
criticism of a student means one thing if it occurred before the student filed a complaint.
It may mean something very different if it occurred immediately afterward. A policy
reminder may be routine if sent to everyone at the start of a semester—and significant if
sent to one person after a dispute arose.
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Timing often determines meaning. That is why timelines are among the most valuable
tools in any investigation: chronology transforms isolated facts into an understandable
story.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Eleven Days

For three semesters, Teaching Assistant Grace received uniformly strong evaluations
from the professor she assisted. Then she reported a grading irregularity to the
department chair. Eleven days later, the same professor filed a professionalism
complaint against her, citing incidents allegedly spanning “the entire year.”

Her response was nearly wordless on the question of motive. It was a two-column
timeline: the left column, every written evaluation and email before her report—all
positive; the right column, everything after—all negative, all within eleven days. She
attached the exhibits and let the dates speak. They were the loudest voice in the room.

Quality Matters More Than Quantity

Clients often arrive with hundreds of pages of documents and want to submit everything.
That is understandable. It is not effective. Decision-makers are not persuaded by volume.
They are persuaded when important evidence is organized, explained, and connected to
the issues they must decide.

A concise timeline with the most significant exhibits will beat hundreds of pages of
disorganized material almost every time. Good advocacy is not about overwhelming
decision-makers. It is about helping them understand what matters.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Three Hundred Pages vs. Twelve Exhibits

One respondent submitted a 300-page PDF: every email he could find, unlabeled,
unordered, some duplicated. The hearing packet later showed the panel’s
engagement with it—two exhibits mentioned, neither central. His strongest
document, a permission email from the professor, sat unremarked on page 214.

In the appeal we filed for him, that email became Exhibit 1 of twelve, each keyed to a
timeline entry, each introduced with one sentence explaining why it mattered. The
reviewing officer engaged all twelve. Decision-makers are people with stacks of other
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files. Respect their attention and it will reward you; bury them and they will bury you
back.

The strongest case is not the loudest one. It is the one whose evidence
fits together so naturally that the conclusion feels inevitable.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Evidence provides information; meaning is an argument you must make.

Separate facts from inferences—“the fact is accurate; the inference is not” is a
winning structure.

Credibility is earned through consistency, corroboration, plausibility, candor,
and professionalism.

Concede the small, true thing; it buys trust on the large, contested thing.

Patterns persuade more than isolated documents; when the record favors you,
show its shape.

Missing evidence, framed precisely, can be your most eloquent exhibit.
Chronology transforms facts into meaning—let the dates do the arguing.

Twelve organized exhibits beat three hundred disorganized pages, every time.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Chapter Seven — Crafting Your Written Response

At some point during many university investigations, you will be asked to explain
yourself. Sometimes the request is a written statement. Sometimes it is a response to
formal allegations. Sometimes it is an invitation to provide “any information you believe
is relevant.”

Many people underestimate this moment. They assume the written response is simply
another document in the file.

It is not. It may become the document—the one that shapes the rest of the
investigation. Investigators return to it. Hearing panels read it. Administrators quote it.
Attorneys analyze it if litigation later becomes necessary. In many cases, your written
response becomes your voice long after the investigation has ended. For that reason, it
should never be written hastily, and it deserves more care than most respondents ever
give it.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Response That Became the Report

The best written responses do more than defend; they supply the analysis the
investigator adopts. In one research-integrity matter, our client’s response
presented a numbered chronology, an element-by-element application of the policy,
and an exhibit index tying each factual claim to a document. When the investigative
report issued, entire passages tracked her response’s structure—same sequence,
same framings, several sentences nearly verbatim.

That is not an accident and not flattery. Investigators are busy people synthesizing
messy records. If you hand them a rigorous, honest, well-organized analysis, you
make the correct conclusion the easiest one to write. Aim for a response so clear that
the decision-maker can adopt it.

Understand the Allegation Before You Respond

One of the most common mistakes respondents make is answering the wrong question—
responding to what they think the university is alleging rather than what it actually
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alleged. Begin by identifying: Which policy has allegedly been violated? What conduct is
being questioned? What time period is involved? What facts appear disputed? What facts
appear accepted? What evidence has been referenced? What standard of proof applies?

If something is unclear, seek clarification before submitting a substantive response. A
thoughtful response begins with a precise understanding of the issues under
investigation.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Defending the Wrong Charge

Convinced he was facing a plagiarism charge, Aaron built his entire response around
originality: source comparisons, citation practices, a passionate defense of his ideas.
The notice, read carefully, alleged something else—unauthorized collaboration: that
he and a classmate had worked together beyond what the assignment allowed. His
twelve pages on originality were unresponsive to the actual charge and, worse, never
addressed the shared document the university actually had.

The finding noted that the respondent “did not meaningfully address the
collaboration evidence.” He hadn’t denied it. He hadn’t explained it. He had simply
answered a different question. Read the charge the way a lawyer reads a statute: word
by word, element by element.

Prepare Before You Write

The impulse to start drafting the moment you finish reading the allegation is almost
universal. Resist it. Before writing: review the relevant documents; create a timeline;
gather emails and messages; review policies; identify witnesses; understand deadlines;
decide whether advice is needed. A response built on this foundation is far more effective
than one drafted within minutes of opening the notice.

Use a Clear Structure

A strong written response is easy to follow. Consider this architecture:
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Exhibit 7.1 — Strong Response Architecture

Section What It Does

Identifies the allegations and frames your

Introduction .
response in two or three sentences
. .. uotes the operative policy language—
Applicable Policies Q .
PbH 1 the elements you will meet or defeat
Presents events in order, each keyed to a
Chronology

supporting exhibit

Addresses each central issue directly,

Response to Key Allegations T —

Explains what each exhibit shows and

Supporting Evidence why it matters

Difficult Facts Acknqwledges unfavorable facts and puts
them in honest context
States why the evidence, measured

Conclusion against the policy, supports your
explanation

Exhibit List Labels every attachment so nothing

important can be overlooked

Not every response needs every section. But every response should have an intentional
structure—because disorganized writing creates the impression of disorganized thinking.

Begin With the Facts

Chronological organization is the simplest way to improve a written response.
Investigators are trying to reconstruct events. Help them. Begin at the beginning. Explain
what happened first, then what happened next. When people become emotional, they
abandon chronology and respond to accusations in whatever order they come to mind. A
clear timeline demonstrates preparation—and preparation reads as credibility.

Distinguish Facts From Opinions

Every written response contains facts and interpretations. Do not confuse them. A factual
statement is: I submitted the assignment on March 14. An opinion or inference is: My
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professor was trying to sabotage my academic career. Sometimes opinions, concerns,
or inferences are relevant. But they should never replace facts. Whenever possible, let the
evidence carry the greatest weight.

Support Important Statements With Documentation

Specificity creates credibility. Instead of writing: I told my supervisor about the problem,
write: On September 12, I emailed Professor Smith about the issue (Exhibit 3). We
discussed it during our September 15 meeting, as reflected in the attached calendar
invitation (Exhibit 4). Objective documentation provides answers where general
statements invite questions.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Two Sentences, Two Fates

Two respondents in parallel professionalism cases each needed to establish that they
had raised a safety concern before the dispute began. The first wrote: “I repeatedly
informed leadership about the staffing issue.” The investigator’s report responded,
fairly: “Respondent provided no documentation of these reports.”

The second wrote: “I reported the staffing issue on four occasions: my October 2
email to Dr. Patel (Ex. 2), the October 16 unit meeting reflected in the minutes (Ex.
3), my November 1 incident report #4471 (Ex. 4), and my November 20 follow-up
email (Ex. 5).” The report adopted all four as established fact. The difference between
those two sentences is frequently the difference between losing and winning.

Avoid Absolute Language

People naturally exaggerate when they feel misunderstood. They write “I never...,” “I

» »

always...,” “Everyone knew...,” “No one ever....” Absolute statements are dangerous

because a single exception can undermine your credibility on everything else.

If you write, “I never discussed the assignment with anyone,” and an investigator later
finds one text asking a classmate about the instructions, your statement appears false
even though you did not intend to mislead. Precise language—“I did not collaborate on
the substance of the assignment; my only communication about it was a logistical
question, attached as Exhibit 7”—is stronger, safer, and more honest.
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Do Not Argue With Every Sentence

Some respondents attempt to rebut every allegation line by line. That approach obscures
the larger picture. Instead: identify the central issues; organize your response around
them; explain why the evidence supports your account; refuse to be distracted by
immaterial details. The strongest responses tell the story. They do not merely criticize the
university’s narrative.

Address Weaknesses Honestly

Every case has weaknesses. If you submitted something late, acknowledge it. If you
misunderstood a policy, explain why. If you made a poor decision that does not establish
misconduct, say so. Decision-makers recognize that people make mistakes. They become
skeptical when respondents refuse to acknowledge obvious facts. Honest admissions
strengthen credibility. Unnecessary denials destroy it.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Owning the Bad Fact First

Nadia’s case had one genuinely bad fact: she had shared her draft with a classmate,
in violation of the assignment’s explicit terms. Her response raised it before the
university could—in the second paragraph: “I shared my draft with a classmate
seeking feedback. The assignment prohibited that, I understand why, and I take
responsibility for it.” Then the crucial distinction: sharing her own work out was a
defined minor infraction; the charged offense—submitting another’s work as her
own—required something the evidence showed never happened, as the classmate’s
own statement and both version histories confirmed.

By conceding the lesser violation candidly, she made her denial of the greater one
believable. The panel found exactly along that line. Never let the decision-maker
discover your bad fact on their own; the discovery costs you more than the fact ever
would.

Maintain a Professional Tone

Tone matters. Avoid sarcasm, insults, unsupported accusations, and emotional language
that exists only to vent. Remember your audience: the investigator may not be your
adversary; the hearing panel did not create the allegation; the dean may know very little
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about the dispute. Treat every reader with professionalism. Respectful writing is credible

writing.

PRACTICE POINT

A tone test that has never failed me: before submitting, imagine your response read
aloud, in a neutral voice, to a room containing the provost, your family, and a judge.
Every sentence you would wince at—cut it or rewrite it. The facts should carry your
outrage so that your voice never has to.

Explain Why the Evidence Matters

Do not assume investigators will understand the significance of every document. If you

attach twenty emails, explain why they matter: Do they establish chronology?

Corroborate your explanation? Contradict an allegation? Show consistent conduct?

Demonstrate notice, permission, or lack of notice? Evidence becomes persuasive when its

significance is unmistakable.

Review Before Submitting

Never submit your first draft. Before submitting, ask:

Does the response answer the actual allegation?

Does it follow a logical sequence?

Are important facts supported by documentation?

Have facts been separated from assumptions?

Have unnecessary emotion and exaggeration been removed?

Are weaknesses addressed honestly?

Would someone unfamiliar with the dispute understand what happened?
Are exhibits labeled clearly?

Does the response comply with deadlines and formatting rules?

Small revisions produce significant improvements. If at all possible, let a trusted advisor
read the draft cold—the confusions they stumble over are the same ones the investigator

will.
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The Purpose of the Response

The purpose of your response is not merely to deny wrongdoing. The purpose is to help
decision-makers understand what happened, evaluate the evidence accurately, and see
why your explanation is supported by the record. A thoughtful written response cannot
guarantee a favorable outcome. But it can ensure that your side of the story is presented
so clearly, professionally, and persuasively that no fair reader can ignore it. That is what
you control. Control it completely.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
 Your written response may become the most important document in the file—
write it so the decision-maker can adopt it.

« Read the charge element by element; defending the wrong allegation is the
same as not defending at all.

« Chronology plus exhibits beats rhetoric plus adjectives.

« Replace absolute language with precise language; one exception can sink a
categorical claim.

« Raise your bad facts first, on your terms, with honest context.

 Explain the significance of every exhibit—never assume a document speaks for
itself.

» Never submit a first draft.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Chapter Eight — Mastering the Interview

For many students and faculty members, no part of a university investigation creates
more anxiety than the investigative interview.

People imagine sitting across from an investigator who already believes they are
responsible. They worry about saying the wrong thing, forgetting a detail, or appearing
nervous. Some prepare as though they are about to debate the allegations. Others assume
the interview will be an informal conversation.

Neither assumption is accurate. An investigative interview is not an argument. It is
not an opportunity to “win.” It is not a courtroom. Its purpose is to allow investigators to
gather information, evaluate competing explanations, clarify inconsistencies, and assess
credibility. Understanding that purpose changes how you prepare—and it should also
steady you. You are not walking into an ambush. You are walking into a structured
conversation that rewards exactly the habits this chapter teaches.

The Interview Begins Before the First Question

Many respondents believe the interview starts when the investigator asks the first
question. In reality, it begins much earlier. Before the interview, review: the notice of
investigation; the applicable policies; your timeline; relevant emails and messages;
documents you submitted; any prior written response; names and roles of people
involved; key dates; and—honestly—the potentially difficult facts.

Your goal is not to memorize a script. Your goal is to refresh your recollection so your
answers are accurate, complete, and careful. A script sounds like a script. Preparation
sounds like the truth, told carefully.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Un-Refreshed Memory

Professor Halim went into his interview cold—“I lived it; I don’t need to study my
own life.” Asked when he first learned of the student’s complaint, he said mid-
October. His own email, which the investigator then slid across the table, showed he
had discussed it on September 9. He wasn’t lying. He had genuinely conflated two
conversations five weeks apart.
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But the report recorded a respondent whose account “shifted when confronted with
documents,” and that sentence colored everything after it. Thirty minutes with his
own inbox would have prevented it. Memory is reconstructive. Refresh it with the
record before someone else does it for you.

Understand the Investigator’s Role

One of the biggest mistakes respondents make is assuming the investigator is either their
advocate or their enemy. Usually, the investigator is neither. The investigator’s
responsibility is to gather facts, evaluate evidence, and prepare findings or
recommendations under institutional policies.

That does not mean investigators are free from institutional pressures or unconscious
bias. They are human, and they work for the institution—a reality worth remembering
without becoming consumed by it. Treating the interview as a personal battle rarely helps.
Your objective is to provide reliable information and to make the accurate record easy to

write.

Listen Before You Answer

This advice sounds obvious. It is surprisingly difficult to follow. Many respondents begin
answering before the investigator finishes the question. They anticipate where the
conversation is headed and respond to what they think they heard rather than what was
asked.

Slow down. Let the investigator finish. If the question is unclear, ask for clarification:
Could you please repeat the question? or I want to make sure I understand what you are
asking—could you clarify? Answering the correct question carefully beats answering the
wrong question confidently.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Compound Question

The investigator asked Renata: “Did you access the shared folder and copy the answer
key after the review session?” Three facts stapled together—access, copying, timing.
The honest answers were yes, no, and no. A nervous “yes” to the compound would
have admitted all three.
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Renata did the simple, powerful thing: “That question has a few parts—may I take
them one at a time?” Then: yes, she accessed the folder, which all TAs did weekly; no,
she never copied the key; and her access log, already in the file, showed her last login
predated the review session by four days. Untangling one question changed the
trajectory of the entire interview. You are always allowed to take questions apart.

Answer the Question Asked

People believe providing more information is always better. It is not. If the investigator
asks, “Did you attend the meeting on October 12?” the question requires a direct answer.
Some respondents instead launch into unrelated events, administrative grievances, or
speculation about motives.

Good interviews are built on clear, responsive answers. Provide the information
necessary to answer accurately. If context is genuinely important, explain why it matters.
Do not assume every answer requires a speech.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Volunteer

Asked a yes-or-no question about one assignment, Malik answered it—then kept
going: about the course generally, about another assignment “where honestly the
instructions were also confusing,” about a study group the investigator had never
heard of. Two of those volunteered threads became new lines of inquiry, and one
produced a supplemental allegation.

Nothing Malik said was dishonest. It was simply unnecessary—information no one
had asked for, offered to fill silence. Investigators are trained to let silence sit; anxious
people fill it. Answer, then stop. Silence is the investigator’s tool. Composure is yours.

Never Guess
Human memory is imperfect. Investigators know this. Respondents forget it. Many
people worry that saying “I don’t remember” makes them appear evasive. Usually, the
opposite is true.

If you genuinely do not remember whether a conversation occurred on Tuesday or
Wednesday, say so. If you are estimating, label it: I believe it was Wednesday, but I would

60



THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO UNIVERSITY INVESTIGATIONS

need to review my calendar to be certain. That answer demonstrates honesty. A guess
creates a checkable error, and checkable errors become credibility findings.

Distinguish Memory From Assumption

People fill gaps in memory with assumptions without realizing it. If asked why Professor
Jones scheduled a meeting, you may not know unless Professor Jones told you. There is
a meaningful difference between: Professor Jones told me the meeting was about the
complaint and I assumed the meeting was about the complaint because of its timing.
Investigators trust respondents who honor that distinction, because it signals that
everything else they say has been sorted with the same care.

FROM THE CASE FILES

“Everyone Knew”

Asked how she learned about a policy change, Dana answered, “Everyone knew—it
was announced at the department meeting.” Pressed, she conceded she had not
attended that meeting; she assumed an announcement because a colleague
mentioned the policy afterward. The report described her as a witness who
“presented assumption as first-hand knowledge,” and discounted her on genuinely
first-hand matters, too.

One sorting habit prevents this: before answering, ask yourself silently, how do I
know this? If the answer is “someone told me” or “I figured,” say that. Sourced
testimony is credible testimony.

Stay Calm When Challenged

Do not be surprised if the investigator asks difficult questions. You may be shown
documents that appear inconsistent with your account. You may be asked why another
witness remembers events differently. You may be asked about emails you had forgotten.

This does not mean the investigator has reached a conclusion. It means the
investigator is testing competing explanations—which is the job. Take your time. Read
every document you are shown, fully, before responding. If you need a moment, ask for
one. Thoughtful answers are more persuasive than fast ones, and no rule anywhere
requires speed.
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FROM THE CASE FILES

The Forgotten Email

Mid-interview, Carlos was handed an email he had completely forgotten—one that
seemed to contradict his written response. He felt the panic every respondent feels
in that moment. What he did next saved him: he read it slowly, twice, and noticed the
date. “May I see the full thread this came from?” The complete thread, produced from
his own preserved files that afternoon, showed his very next reply corrected the
statement within an hour.

The isolated email looked damaging. The thread was exculpatory. His calm request—
rather than a flustered on-the-spot theory—kept the record accurate. When shown a
surprising document, your first response should almost always be a question: Is this
complete? May I see what came before and after?

Do Not Treat Every Inconsistency as an Attack

Minor inconsistencies are inevitable. Dates blur. Details fade. People remember
conversations differently. Respondents sometimes panic when confronted with a
discrepancy, believing one mistake has destroyed their credibility. Usually, it has not.
What matters is how you respond. If the evidence shows your memory was mistaken,
acknowledge it, correct the record, and move forward. Defending an obviously inaccurate
statement creates a larger credibility problem than the original mistake ever could.

Be Careful With Motive
Respondents often want to explain why they believe a complaint was filed. Sometimes
retaliation, bias, or personal conflict is highly relevant. Sometimes it is not. Before
discussing another person’s motive, ask: What objective facts support what I am
about to say?

Speculation about motive is rarely persuasive. Objective evidence is. If you believe
retaliation occurred, identify the dates, documents, and sequence that support the
conclusion—then let the decision-maker draw it.

Professionalism Is Evidence

Your demeanor matters—not because decision-makers should decide cases on
personality, but because professionalism affects communication. Respondents who
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remain respectful, organized, and thoughtful make it easy for investigators to understand
their position. Professionalism is not about appearing perfect. It is about demonstrating
that you take the process seriously.

Before the Interview Ends

As the interview concludes, consider whether anything important has not been discussed.
Many investigators ask: Is there anything else you would like us to know? Do not treat
that as a formality. It may be your best opportunity to identify additional witnesses, clarify
misunderstandings, or explain the significance of important evidence.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Last Question

At the end of a bruising two-hour interview, the investigator asked Yusuf the
standard closer: anything else? Most respondents, exhausted, say no. Yusuf had
prepared for this question specifically. He identified one witness no one had
mentioned—the writing-center tutor who had reviewed three drafts of the contested
paper across two weeks—and handed over the appointment confirmations.

The tutor’s interview became the report’s single most-cited piece of evidence. The
case was effectively decided by the answer to a question most people treat as the
goodbye. Prepare your “anything else” before you walk in. It is the one question you
know is coming.

If you remember something important after the interview, notify the investigator
promptly in writing rather than assuming it is too late. A short, professional supplement—
“Upon reflection, I want to correct/add one point”—is routine and welcome.

Exhibit 8.1 — Weak Answers vs. Strong Answers

Weak Answer Strong Answer

“I believe it was early that week; my

It was definitely Tuesday.” (guessing) calendar will show the exact day.”

“That has a few parts—may I take them

“Y .” h - 1 . 9
es.” (to a three-part question) one at a time?
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Exhibit 8.1 — Weak Answers vs. Strong Answers

Weak Answer Strong Answer

“A colleague mentioned it to me on the

Everyone knew about the policy. 14th; I don’t know how others learned.”

“The complaint came eleven days after

“She’s doing thi he h J o e ey
S GO BRI S TRDRING R e my report; the timeline is in Exhibit 2.

Direct answer; context only where it

Long, unprompted backstory changes meaning

Defending a shown-to-be-wrong “The document is right and my memory
statement was wrong—let me correct that.”

KEY TAKEAWAYS
+ The interview begins with preparation—refresh your memory with the record
before someone else does it for you.

« Listen fully; take compound questions apart; answer what was asked, then
stop.

» “Idon’t remember, but the records will show it” is a complete and safe answer.

« Distinguish what you know from what you assume—sourced testimony is
credible testimony.

« When shown a surprising document, read it fully and ask for the complete
context.

 Correct mistakes immediately; defending them costs more than making them.

 Prepare your answer to “Is there anything else?”—it is the one question you
know is coming.
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CHAPTER NINE
Chapter Nine — Preparing for the Hearing

For many respondents, the word hearing immediately brings to mind a courtroom. They
picture witnesses under oath, attorneys making objections, long cross-examinations, and
a judge presiding from the bench.

University hearings are rarely like that. Although some proceedings may resemble
formal adjudications, most are administrative rather than judicial. They are governed by
institutional policies, not formal rules of evidence. The decision-makers are professors,
administrators, hearing officers, committee members, or trained staff—not judges.

That distinction matters because success at a university hearing requires a different
approach than success in court. The objective is not to perform. It is to persuade.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Cross-Examiner

A respondent’s well-meaning uncle, a retired trial lawyer, prepped him for his
conduct hearing like a homicide trial: aggressive “cross-examination” questions for
the complainant, objections to “leading,” demands that the panel “rule” on
evidentiary points. The panel—two professors and a student-affairs dean—had no
rulings to make and visibly recoiled from the hostility. One member later described
the presentation as “prosecutorial toward a fellow student.”

The evidence was genuinely close. The style decided it. In an administrative hearing,
the panel is not a referee between combatants; it is an audience of educators deciding
whom to trust. Courtroom aggression reads as character evidence—against you.

What Is the Purpose of a Hearing?
By the time a hearing occurs, investigators have often completed most of their work.
Documents have been collected. Witnesses have been interviewed. Policies have been
identified. The hearing gives decision-makers an opportunity to evaluate disputed issues
before reaching a final decision.

Depending on the institution, the hearing may allow participants to present opening
statements, submit documentary evidence, call witnesses, question witnesses directly or
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through the panel, respond to investigative findings, address credibility issues, and make
closing statements.

Every institution’s procedures differ. Before the hearing, review the applicable policies
carefully so you understand exactly what will happen, in what order, with what time
limits. Never assume one university’s process is identical to another’s—and never let the
hearing be the first time you learn the rules of the hearing.

Preparation Begins With the Central Theme

Many respondents prepare by thinking about everything they want to say. Experienced
advocates begin with a different question:

Why should the decision-maker accept my explanation of the
evidence?

If you cannot answer that question in one or two sentences, your preparation is not
finished. A strong hearing theme is not a slogan. It is a concise explanation of why the
evidence supports your position. For example:

The documents show that the assignment similarities resulted from shared source
materials and permitted collaboration, not unauthorized copying.

The chronology shows that the professionalism concerns were raised only after the
protected complaint, and the record contains no contemporaneous documentation of the
alleged prior issues.

The theme should guide everything: which exhibits you emphasize, how you prepare
witnesses, what your closing says. Anything that does not serve the theme is a candidate
for cutting.

FROM THE CASE FILES

One Sentence, Repeated Honestly

Facing dismissal from her program, Leah’s case involved forty exhibits and six
witnesses—and one theme, developed in preparation: “Every evaluation before the
grade dispute was strong; every criticism came after it; and no contemporaneous
record supports a single alleged earlier incident.” Her opening stated it. Each exhibit
was introduced by connecting it to it. Her closing returned to it.

In its written decision, the panel adopted the framing almost word for word—because
a clear theme, honestly supported, gives busy decision-makers the organizing
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principle they were going to have to construct anyway. If you don’t supply the lens,
someone else will.

Organize Your Evidence

One common mistake is overwhelming the panel with documents. More exhibits do not
create a stronger case; organized exhibits do. Before the hearing: label exhibits clearly;
arrange documents chronologically where possible; prepare an exhibit index; know where
every important document is; identify which documents support which points; ruthlessly
cut irrelevant material.

If you rely on an email, be prepared to explain who wrote it, when it was sent, why it
matters, and how it supports your position. Evidence becomes persuasive when it is
explained within the larger story.

Prepare Witnesses Carefully and Ethically

Witnesses are not there to win the case. They are there to provide accurate information.
Good witnesses testify about what they actually observed. They distinguish personal
knowledge from assumption. They avoid exaggeration. They acknowledge uncertainty
when appropriate.

Witnesses who attempt to advocate rather than testify become less persuasive,
because they appear more interested in winning than in accuracy. Preparation should
focus on accuracy, process, and clarity—never on coaching a witness toward a script.
Apart from being wrong, coached testimony is brittle: it shatters at the first unexpected
question.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Witness Who Tried Too Hard

Sam’s roommate wanted desperately to help. Asked whether he had seen Sam
working on the paper, he went far beyond what he could know: Sam “would never
cheat,” the professor “clearly had it out for him,” the whole charge was “obviously
fabricated.” On the panel’s follow-up—had he actually been present when the paper
was written?—he admitted he had been home for break that week.

Contrast the writing tutor, who testified only to what her records showed: three

appointments, three drafts, specific revisions discussed. The panel’s decision cited
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the tutor four times and the roommate zero. A witness’s value is exactly coextensive
with their first-hand knowledge. Prepare yours to stay inside it.

Prepare for Difficult Questions

Every hearing includes difficult questions. Expect them. If there is a weakness in your
case, assume the panel has found it. Before the hearing, ask: What is the strongest
argument against my position? Which documents appear unfavorable? Which witnesses
disagree with me? What facts are hardest to explain? How do I address them honestly and
persuasively?

Do not pretend weaknesses do not exist. Acknowledging a difficult fact while
explaining why it does not change the conclusion is one of the most credibility-enhancing
moves available at a hearing—and it is far better delivered on your terms than extracted
on theirs.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Rehearsing the Worst Question

In preparation, we identified the question Dr. Mensah feared most: why had he
waited five months to report the data discrepancy? We drafted nothing; we rehearsed
honesty. When the question came—first question after his opening, exactly as
predicted—he was ready: “Because I initially believed it was my own error, and I
wanted to verify before accusing anyone. In hindsight, I should have escalated
sooner, and I've changed my practice. Here is what I did during those five months,
week by week.”

The panel chair nodded and moved on. The dreaded question consumed ninety
seconds of a three-hour hearing. An anticipated hard question, answered with
candor, is a defused one. An evaded question detonates.

Listen During the Hearing

Respondents sometimes become so focused on what they plan to say next that they stop
listening. That is a mistake—and not only for the obvious reasons. Panel questions are a
live map of what the panel actually cares about. Listen to every question. Allow panel
members to finish. Take a moment before answering.
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FROM THE CASE FILES

The Question Behind the Questions

Halfway through her hearing, Ingrid noticed that one panel member had asked three
separate versions of the same underlying question: had she understood, at the time,
that the collaboration rules for this course differed from her other courses? The
panel’s real concern was notice—not conduct.

She adjusted on the spot. Her remaining answers and her closing addressed notice
directly: the syllabus language, the conflicting instructions in the assignment
prompt, her email asking for clarification that was never answered. The finding
turned on exactly that issue. The panel will usually tell you what the case is about, if
you are listening instead of waiting to talk.

Credibility Is Evaluated Continuously

Decision-makers evaluate credibility throughout the hearing. They observe whether
answers remain consistent, explanations fit the documents, witnesses acknowledge
uncertainty appropriately, responses address the actual question, demeanor remains
professional under pressure, and difficult facts are handled honestly. Credibility is
cumulative. It develops through many small observations rather than one dramatic
moment—which means every small moment is worth taking seriously.

Stay Focused on the Issues

Hearings create opportunities to air unrelated frustrations. Resist them. If past conflicts,
administrative grievances, or interpersonal disputes directly relate to the allegations, they
may matter. If they do not, they dilute your strongest arguments. Every unnecessary
detour reduces the attention available for your most persuasive evidence.

Closing Statements Matter

The closing statement is not a summary. It is your final opportunity to explain why the
evidence supports your position. A strong closing answers three questions: What does the
evidence establish? Why is your explanation more persuasive than the alternatives? Why
do the applicable policies support your position?
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Do not repeat every document. Do not revisit every witness. Leave the decision-maker
with a clear understanding of the central reason the evidence supports the conclusion you
are asking them to reach—your theme, one last time, resting on the record you built.

After the Hearing

Many respondents leave the hearing replaying every answer. That reaction is human.
Remember that the hearing is only one part of the process. Decision-makers review
documents, testimony, investigative reports, policies, and standards before deciding. Do
not assume you can predict the outcome from the questions asked: difficult questions may
signal skepticism, or simply a panel doing its job thoroughly. Use the waiting period
productively—confirm the appeal deadline now, while the calendar is quiet.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
« University hearings are administrative proceedings; courtroom aggression
reads as character evidence against you.

+ Build everything around one honest theme—if you don’t supply the lens,
someone else will.

 Organized exhibits with an index beat volume, every time.

» A witness’s value is coextensive with their first-hand knowledge; prepare them
to stay inside it.

« Rehearse your hardest question until candor is comfortable—anticipated and
answered, it defuses.

« The panel’s questions are a live map of its concerns. Listen, then adjust.

+ Close on your theme, resting on the record. Then confirm your appeal deadline
while you wait.
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CHAPTER TEN
Chapter Ten — Appeals and Further Review

Receiving an unfavorable decision at the end of a university investigation can be
devastating.

For students, the consequences may include suspension, expulsion, delayed
graduation, loss of scholarships, removal from programs, transcript notations, or
impaired future opportunities. For faculty members and professionals, an adverse
decision may affect tenure, promotion, employment, research opportunities, licensure,
clinical privileges, and professional reputation.

After investing weeks or months in the process, many people assume the hearing was
their final opportunity. Often, it was not. Many universities provide some form of
appellate review. Understanding what an appeal is—and what it is not—is essential,
because appeals are won by precision and lost by frustration.

An Appeal Is Not a Second Hearing

The biggest misconception about appeals is that they provide a second opportunity to
argue the entire case. Most university appeals do not work that way. An appellate reviewer
usually does not restart the investigation, re-interview witnesses, or independently decide
what happened. Instead, the reviewer asks a narrower question:

Did something occur during the original proceeding that justifies
modifying or reversing the decision?

That distinction shapes every successful appeal.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Re-Argument That Went Nowhere

Convinced the panel simply got it wrong, Victor’s self-drafted appeal restated his
entire hearing presentation—the same facts, the same exhibits, the same conclusion,
now in a more urgent font. The appeal officer’s denial was two paragraphs: the appeal
“identifies no procedural error, no new evidence, and no ground enumerated in
Section 9.4,” and the officer “lacks authority to reweigh evidence.”
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Victor’s case actually contained a viable ground—a panelist with an undisclosed
connection to the complainant—but his appeal never mentioned it, and by the time
he learned it mattered, the window had closed. The appeal that says “I disagree”
loses. The appeal that says “here is the specific, permitted ground, and here is the
record support” has a chance.

Read the Appeal Policy Before Writing

Before writing a single sentence, review the institution’s appeal policy carefully. If your
appeal does not fit within a permitted ground, even a compelling argument may be
rejected because the reviewer lacks authority to consider it. The appeal policy—not your
frustration—determines the structure of the appeal.

Exhibit 10.1 — Common Appeal Grounds

Common Appeal

What It Means What You Must Show
Ground

The specific rule, the
violation, and how it
affected the outcome

The process violated the

Procedural error L
institution’s own rules

What it shows, why it was
unavailable despite
diligence, why it matters

Material information

New evidence ) )
unavailable earlier

Objective facts—
relationships, statements,
deviations—not suspicion

. . . A decision-mak t
Bias / conflict of interest . de01S} on-makerwas ho
impartial
The finding, the record
cite, and the gap between
them

Conclusions the record

Uns orted findings )
nsuppor mnding cannot sustain

Policy ranges, comparator
outcomes, mitigation
ignored

Punishment exceeds

Disproportionate sanction .
prop policy or precedent

The policy text against the
decision’s reasoning, side
by side

The wrong rule, or the

Misapplication of policy T e p—
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Understand Why You Lost

One of the most common mistakes respondents make is assuming they understand why
the university ruled against them. Do not guess. Read the decision carefully. Identify
which facts were accepted, which were rejected, which witnesses were credited, which
policies were applied, what evidence the decision relied on, how the reasoning was
explained, and what sanctions were imposed.

Many appeals fail because they attack issues that had little influence on the decision
while ignoring the reasoning that actually supported the outcome. A persuasive appeal
responds to the decision that was made—not the decision you wish had been made.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Appealing the Wrong Finding

Two findings supported Talia’s suspension: that she accessed a restricted file, and
that she shared its contents. Her draft appeal spent nine pages contesting the access
finding—her weakest ground, since the logs were unambiguous—and one paragraph
on sharing, where the evidence was a single ambiguous text message.

We inverted it. The final appeal conceded access in a sentence, then dismantled the
sharing finding: the full message thread, the recipient’s sworn statement that no
contents were ever shared, and the decision’s own failure to cite any evidence of
transmission. The sharing finding was vacated, and with it the suspension-level
sanction. Appeal the finding the decision actually rests on—at its weakest joint.

Procedural Errors

Not every procedural mistake requires reversal. Institutions distinguish between
harmless errors and errors that affected fairness or outcome. A missed internal deadline
may not justify reversal by itself. But failure to provide notice of allegations, denial of an
opportunity to respond, refusal to consider relevant evidence, undisclosed conflicts, or
violation of rights guaranteed by policy can be significant.

When raising procedural error, explain: What policy was violated? How? Why did the
violation matter? How did it affect your ability to present your case? How might it have
affected the outcome? Simply identifying an error is rarely enough. You must connect the
error to the result.
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FROM THE CASE FILES

The Undisclosed Co-Author

After an adverse research-misconduct finding, a routine review of the committee
members’ CVs—something anyone can do, and almost no one does—revealed that
the panel chair had co-authored two papers with the complaining professor within
the previous three years. The conflict-of-interest policy required disclosure and
recusal. Neither had occurred.

The appeal did not accuse anyone of bad faith. It quoted the policy, attached the
publication records, and made the structural point: the integrity of the finding could
not be verified because the process designed to guarantee impartiality was not
followed. New hearing, new panel, different outcome. Always check who judged you.
The record of relationships is usually public.

Newly Discovered Evidence

Many universities permit appeals based on evidence unavailable during the investigation.
This ground is often misunderstood. Evidence is not “new” simply because it was not
previously submitted. The question is whether it reasonably could have been discovered
earlier through ordinary diligence.

Examples include previously unavailable documents, newly identified witnesses,
recently recovered electronic records, admissions made after the hearing, and
information the university failed to disclose despite appropriate requests. When
presenting new evidence, explain what it shows, why it was unavailable earlier, and how
it would likely change the outcome. All three parts are mandatory; appeals that skip the
“why unavailable” showing are routinely denied as sandbagging.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Backup Nobody Checked

Rohan’s case turned on whether a data file existed before a disputed deadline. During
the investigation, his laptop—stolen weeks earlier—was presumed the only source,
and the finding went against him. After the decision, his department migrated
servers, and the IT team’s migration audit surfaced an automated nightly backup that
no one, including IT, had known was still running.
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The backup contained the file, timestamped nine days before the deadline. The
appeal established all three elements: what it showed (the file predated the deadline),
why it was unavailable (an undocumented backup system confirmed by IT’s own
affidavit), and outcome effect (the finding’s central premise was false). Finding
vacated. When electronic evidence “doesn’t exist,” ask, in writing, what systems were
actually searched.

Challenging Credibility Findings
Appeals based solely on witness credibility are difficult because the original decision-
maker typically receives deference. That does not make credibility findings untouchable.
If the panel overlooked objective evidence, misunderstood key documents, ignored
significant inconsistencies, or relied on demonstrably incorrect assumptions, those issues
are appropriate for appeal.

Support every argument with specific references to the record. General disagreement
rarely persuades. Specific analysis can—particularly when you can show that a credibility
determination contradicts a document the panel never addressed.

Avoid Emotional Appeals

After an unfavorable decision, anger and disappointment are natural. They should not

2 <«

draft the appeal. Statements like “The process was unfair,” “No one listened to me,” and
“The university had already made up its mind” may reflect exactly how you feel—and

standing alone, they establish nothing a reviewer can act on.

Instead, explain what happened, why it mattered, which policy was implicated, what
record evidence supports the argument, and how the error affected the outcome. Facts
persuade. Adjectives do not.

FROM THE CASE FILES

Two Appeals, Same Case

I once reviewed a client’s abandoned first draft next to the appeal we ultimately filed.
The draft: eleven pages, forty-one uses of “unfair,” zero record citations. The filed
appeal: six pages, three enumerated grounds, twenty-two record citations, one
sentence of feeling—in the conclusion, where it had earned its place.
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Same case. Same facts. Same wounded, honest human being behind both documents.
Only one of them gave the appeal officer something to do. Your job on appeal is to
hand the reviewer a path to the right answer that their own rules permit them to walk.
Emotion tells them why you are hurting. Citations tell them how to help.

Organize the Appeal Carefully

An effective appeal is easy to follow: an Introduction identifying the decision appealed
and the relief requested; the Applicable Appeal Grounds, quoted; a brief Procedural
Background; the Argument, organized ground by ground; Record Support cited for
every assertion; and the Requested Relief, stated precisely. The appellate reviewer may
not know the case as well as the investigator or panel did. Make the issues understandable
without requiring the reviewer to reconstruct the investigation.

When the Appeal Is Denied

Sometimes an appeal does not produce the desired outcome. That does not always mean
every option is exhausted. Depending on the circumstances, additional possibilities may
include internal grievance procedures, contractual remedies, administrative complaints,
professional licensing considerations, accreditation-related issues, negotiated
resolutions, and judicial review where authorized by law.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Quiet Resolution

After Grace’s appeal was denied, litigation was possible but slow, expensive, and
public—and her immediate problem was concrete: a transcript notation that would
require explanation on every licensure application for the rest of her career. So we
changed the objective. In a negotiated resolution, the university agreed to modify the
notation’s language, seal the investigative file after two years of clean conduct, and
provide a neutral verification letter.

No admission changed. No finding was reversed. But the practical consequence—the
thing actually threatening her future—was defused. Sometimes the best remaining
move is not to keep fighting the finding but to contain what the finding can do. Define
what you actually need before deciding how to pursue it.
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Not every unfavorable university decision can or should be challenged further. But every

important decision deserves careful evaluation—by someone who knows the full

landscape of options—before concluding that no remedies remain.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

An appeal is a targeted challenge on permitted grounds, not a second hearing—
“I disagree” loses.

The appeal policy, not your frustration, dictates the structure.
Attack the finding the decision actually rests on, at its weakest joint.

Procedural error must be connected to outcome; check who judged you—
relationships are usually public.

New evidence requires three showings: what it proves, why it was unavailable,
and how it changes the result.

Facts persuade; adjectives do not. Give the reviewer a path their own rules let
them walk.

If the appeal fails, define what you actually need—sometimes containing a
finding matters more than reversing it.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Chapter Eleven — Special Considerations for Faculty, Researchers, and
Clinicians

Students are not the only people investigated by universities.

Every year, universities investigate professors, researchers, physicians, clinicians,
postdoctoral fellows, administrators, department chairs, and staff members for
allegations involving professionalism, discrimination, harassment, research misconduct,
academic integrity, conflicts of interest, retaliation, misuse of university resources,
patient care, grant compliance, and many other issues.

Although many of the principles discussed throughout this book apply equally to
faculty members, faculty investigations present unique legal, professional, and practical
challenges.

For many faculty members, an investigation threatens far more than a semester or a
transcript.

It threatens a career built over decades.

FROM THE CASE FILES
Twenty Years in One Email

Professor Reynolds had taught at the same university for twenty-two years.
He had earned tenure.

Published extensively.

Mentored dozens of graduate students.

Received teaching awards.

Then one email arrived.

A graduate student alleged that Reynolds had repeatedly humiliated students during
laboratory meetings.

By the time he received notice of the investigation, interviews had already begun.
His instinct was understandable.
“TI've spent twenty years building my reputation,” he said.

“I shouldn’t have to defend myself against this.”
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Unfortunately, every experienced investigator knows something important:
Past accomplishments do not answer present allegations.

Reputation helps.

Evidence decides.

Professor Reynolds ultimately prevailed—not because of twenty years of excellent
evaluations—but because contemporaneous emails, student evaluations, laboratory
notes, and witness interviews demonstrated that the allegations were inconsistent
with the documentary record.

Experience opened the door.

Evidence won the case.

Faculty Investigations Are Often More Complex

Unlike many student disciplinary proceedings, faculty investigations frequently involve
multiple overlapping policies.

A single allegation may implicate
« the faculty handbook,
- university policies,
« collective bargaining agreements,
« accreditation standards,
» research-integrity regulations,
- federal grant requirements,
« hospital bylaws,
 professional licensing rules,

- employment contracts.

Understanding which rules govern the proceeding is often the first strategic question.
Different policies frequently provide different procedural protections.

Do not assume that every investigation follows the same process.

Academic Freedom Is Not Absolute

Many professors understandably believe that academic freedom protects controversial
speech.
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Often it does.
Sometimes it does not.

Academic freedom generally protects scholarship, teaching, and expression within
appropriate academic contexts.

It does not necessarily immunize
« harassment,
 discrimination,

- retaliation,
+ research misconduct,
 threats,

« policy violations unrelated to academic expression.

One of the first questions in any faculty investigation should therefore be:
Is this truly an academic-freedom case?
Or is the university characterizing it as something else?

The answer may determine the entire strategy.

FROM THE CASE FILES
The Wrong Defense

Dr. Patel insisted his investigation involved academic freedom.
The notice alleged something different.

The university claimed he had retaliated against graduate students after they raised
concerns about laboratory safety.

Those were not the same issue.

His first response argued constitutional principles for eighteen pages.
His revised response addressed the actual allegation.

Laboratory schedules.

Emails.

Witnesses.

Inspection reports.
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The investigation ultimately concluded that the retaliation allegation was
unsupported.

Academic freedom was never the deciding issue.

Evidence was.

Research Misconduct Cases Are Different
Research misconduct investigations deserve special attention.

Federal regulations generally define research misconduct as fabrication, falsification,
or plagiarism committed intentionally, knowingly, or recklessly. It generally does not
include:

« Honest error
 Scientific disagreement
» Methodological disputes

« Poor judgment

None of those automatically constitute research misconduct.

Because federal funding may be involved, these investigations often become highly
technical. Protect yourself by documenting as you go:

« Maintain complete laboratory notebooks
» Preserve raw data
« Retain electronic metadata

« Document supervisory decisions
In research cases, documentation frequently determines credibility.

The Importance of Contemporaneous Documentation
Faculty members often rely on memory.
Unfortunately, universities rely on records.
The strongest evidence frequently includes
 annual evaluations,
« promotion materials,

- teaching evaluations,
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e peer reviews,

- grant submissions,

« committee minutes,

« emalils,

 laboratory notebooks,
 clinical records,

« calendars.

A single contemporaneous email often carries greater weight than months of
reconstructed recollection.

FROM THE CASE FILES
The Annual Evaluation

A department chair alleged that Professor Martinez had displayed a long history of
unprofessional conduct.

Her annual evaluations told a different story.

For twelve consecutive years she had been rated highly professional.
No written concerns.

No counseling memoranda.

No warnings.

Only after she filed a complaint regarding departmental governance did criticism
suddenly appear.

The chronology mattered.
Patterns matter.

Especially when they suddenly change.

Collegiality Requires Careful Analysis
Few allegations are more subjective than a lack of collegiality.

Universities may legitimately expect faculty members to behave professionally.
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At the same time, disagreement with administrators, criticism of university policies,
vigorous participation in faculty governance, or unpopular opinions do not automatically
establish unprofessional conduct.

Whenever collegiality becomes an issue, ask:
What specific conduct violated what specific policy?
General dissatisfaction is not a policy violation.

Specific documented conduct may be.

Clinical Faculty Face Additional Risks
Faculty members supervising patients, residents, nursing students, psychology trainees,
or medical fellows frequently operate under additional professional standards.
Investigations may affect
 hospital privileges,
« board certification,
- residency,
« clinical appointments,
+ licensing,

» accreditation.

Because outside agencies may become involved, decisions made during the university
investigation often have consequences far beyond campus.

Seek advice early.

Your Reputation Is an Asset
Faculty members understandably focus on winning the investigation.
Winning matters.
But so does preserving professional credibility throughout the process.
Future employers, grant reviewers, journal editors, promotion committees,
collaborators, and students may all eventually learn something about the investigation.
Every communication should therefore reflect the professionalism you hope others
will remember.

PRACTICE POINT
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Never assume that an investigation concerns only your current institution.

Faculty careers are unusually portable.

What happens today may affect appointments, grants, references, and collaborations
years from now.

Protect your professional reputation as carefully as you protect your legal position.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Faculty investigations often involve multiple overlapping policies.
Academic freedom is powerful but not limitless.

Research misconduct has specific legal definitions that differ from ordinary
mistakes.

Contemporary documentation frequently outweighs recollection.

Collegiality allegations should always be analyzed against specific policy
language.

Clinical faculty face professional consequences extending beyond the
university.

Reputation remains one of a faculty member’s most valuable professional
assets.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Chapter Twelve — Protecting Your Reputation

Every university investigation eventually ends. The investigator submits a report. The
hearing concludes. A decision is issued. Appeal deadlines expire. On paper, the matter
closes.

For many people, however, the investigation does not truly end there. Students
wonder how the experience will affect graduate school admissions, professional licensing,
internships, scholarships, and employment. Faculty members worry about promotion,
tenure, research opportunities, professional relationships, and the reputation they have
spent decades building.

Those concerns are legitimate, because an investigation is rarely only about one
allegation. It is about trust. Credibility. Judgment. Professionalism. Integrity. The most
successful respondents think beyond the immediate proceeding. They focus not only on
resolving the dispute in front of them but on protecting the future behind it.

Your Reputation Begins Before the Investigation

Reputations are not built during investigations. They are built over months and years
through ordinary decisions—how you communicate, whether you meet deadlines, how
you respond to criticism, whether others find you reliable, whether your actions match
your words.

When an allegation arises, decision-makers rarely evaluate it in complete isolation. A
long history of professionalism, honesty, and responsibility may not determine the
outcome, but it influences how new information is interpreted. That is why professional
habits matter even when no dispute exists. Every email, meeting, deadline, and
interaction contributes to the reputation others will remember if questions are later
raised.

Your Conduct During the Investigation Matters

Many respondents assume the investigation is solely about past events. It is not.
Investigators and administrators also observe how you respond in the present: Do you
preserve evidence? Meet deadlines? Answer questions honestly? Remain professional
under pressure? Acknowledge uncertainty? Respect the process even when you disagree
with it?
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These behaviors do not replace evidence. They complement it. Professionalism is not
merely good manners. It is part of credibility.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Reference He Never Expected

Miguel’s misconduct case ended in a mixed finding—responsible on a minor charge,
cleared on the serious one. What he could not have predicted: eighteen months later,
when a licensing board inquiry required a statement from his program, the dean who
signed it had been on his hearing panel. The letter described “a student who engaged
with a difficult process with complete honesty and professionalism, promptly
accepted responsibility where warranted, and conducted himself throughout in a
manner consistent with the standards of the profession.”

That paragraph—written by someone who had voted against him on one count—
carried more weight with the board than the underlying finding. The people watching
how you handle the worst chapter of your professional life are frequently the ones
who will be asked about you later. Give them something true and good to say.

Do Not Let the Investigation Define You

It is easy to become consumed by an investigation. Students stop thinking about
graduation and think only about discipline. Faculty members stop focusing on teaching
and research and think only about the complaint. Professionals lose sight of their broader
careers.

That reaction is understandable. It is also dangerous—to your case, your health, and
your future. An investigation may be one important chapter of your academic or
professional life. It is not the entire story. Maintain perspective. Continue performing
your responsibilities where possible. Continue treating others professionally. Continue
producing quality work. Continue investing in the future you are trying to protect.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Semester She Refused to Lose

During the five months her research-integrity investigation was pending, Dr.
Adeyemi made a deliberate decision: the investigation would get two designated
hours per week—scheduled, contained—and not one minute more. In the remaining

86



THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO UNIVERSITY INVESTIGATIONS

hours she taught her courses, submitted two articles, and mentored her graduate
students exactly as before.

When her hearing arrived, the record of the pending period itself became evidence:
a scholar functioning at full professional capacity is hard to square with the narrative
the complaint required. And when she was cleared, she stepped back into a career
that had never stopped moving. The investigation took five months of her calendar.
She refused to let it take five months of her life. Containment is not denial. It is
strategy, and it is self-preservation.

PRACTICE POINT

The psychological weight of these proceedings is real, and pretending otherwise helps
no one. Sleep suffers. Concentration suffers. Relationships strain. If that is
happening to you, it is not weakness—it is the predictable human response to
prolonged institutional uncertainty. Use the support available: counseling services,
trusted mentors, family, your physician. Protecting your mental health is not
separate from protecting your case. A depleted person makes depleted decisions, and
this process punishes depleted decisions.

Learn From the Process

Not every investigation ends with complete vindication. Not every investigation ends with
discipline. Many end somewhere in between. Regardless of outcome, there is usually
something to learn: documentation could have been better; communication could have
been clearer; assumptions could have been challenged earlier; important conversations
could have been confirmed in writing; policies could have been reviewed more carefully;
boundaries could have been maintained more clearly.

Learning from an investigation does not require admitting misconduct. It requires
recognizing opportunities to strengthen professional practices going forward.

FROM THE CASE FILES
The Habit That Outlived the Case
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before you need it. The second-best time is today.

After being cleared of a professionalism complaint that turned entirely on two
undocumented conversations, Priyanka adopted one new habit: every substantive
conversation got a same-day confirming email. “Thanks for meeting today—
summarizing what we discussed so we’re aligned...” Two sentences, thirty seconds.

Three years later, a colleague attempted to recharacterize a conversation about
authorship credit on a major paper. Priyanka forwarded her contemporaneous
summary—sent the day of the discussion, never disputed at the time. The dispute
ended before it began. The best time to build the record that protects you is years

Protect Your Digital Footprint

Modern university investigations run on electronic evidence: emails, texts, learning

management systems, metadata, social media, cloud storage, video, access logs, and

collaborative documents. Many people underestimate how much of their academic and

professional lives exists in digital form.

Exhibit 12.1 — Digital Habits That Protect You
Digital Habit Do

Write every message as if

Email .
mat quoted in a report

Confirm in writing the

Important conversations
same day

Preserve drafts, version

Your work product . . ;
our work prod histories, research trails

Pause before posting,

Social media .
especially when angry

Know what the institution

Accounts & devices
owns and can access

Clear subject lines;

Organization findable files

Don’t

Vent, speculate, or joke in
ways that read badly cold

Rely on “everyone
remembers what was said”

Assume the platform
keeps them forever—
export

Post about disputes,
colleagues, or pending
matters

Mix personal life onto
institutional systems

A digital pile you can’t
search under pressure
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Good digital habits are not signs of distrust. They are signs of professionalism—and, when
the unexpected arrives, they are the raw material of your defense.

Relationships Matter

Universities are communities. Students, faculty members, administrators, supervisors,
and staff interact repeatedly over months or years. Healthy professional relationships
cannot prevent every investigation. But they improve communication, reduce
misunderstandings, and encourage fair resolution of disputes before they escalate. Treat
people with respect. Listen carefully. Resolve disagreements professionally.
Communicate clearly. These principles are valuable whether or not an investigation ever
occurs.

Answering for It Later

For many respondents, the longest tail of an investigation is the disclosure question: the
bar application, the licensing form, the residency application, the security clearance, the
employment questionnaire that asks whether you have ever been the subject of a
disciplinary proceeding. These questions must be answered honestly—and honesty,
handled well, is far less damaging than most people fear.

FROM THE CASE FILES

The Disclosure Done Right

Three years after a conduct finding, Jonah faced the bar application’s character-and-
fitness section. His draft instinct was minimization: the fewest words legally possible,
phrased to obscure. That instinct fails—evaluators have seen ten thousand
minimizations, and the omission discovered later is always worse than the fact
disclosed early.

His final disclosure was complete, factual, and unflinching: what happened, what he
was found responsible for, what sanction he received—followed by what he had done
since: the coursework completed, the clean record, the professor from the same
department now serving as a reference. The committee admitted him without a
hearing. The finding was a fact. The three years afterward were the answer. When
disclosure day comes, the record you built after the investigation is the argument.
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Know When to Ask for Help

People wait too long before seeking advice. They assume they can manage everything
alone. Sometimes they can. Sometimes they cannot. Seeking guidance does not
demonstrate weakness. It demonstrates judgment.

Depending on the situation, guidance may come from an attorney, a faculty advisor, a
union representative, a mentor, a professional colleague, a counselor, an ombudsperson,
a student support office, or a licensing advisor. Obtaining informed advice early prevents
mistakes that become difficult—or impossible—to correct later. You do not have to carry
this alone, and the people who navigate it best almost never do.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
« Reputation is built before, during, and after an investigation—and the people
watching you now may be asked about you later.

 Contain the investigation: give it scheduled hours, not your whole life.
 Protecting your mental health is part of protecting your case.

« Build the record before you need it: confirm conversations, preserve your
process, mind your digital footprint.

« Disclosure questions reward complete honesty plus a demonstrated record
since—minimization always costs more.

« Asking for help early is judgment, not weakness.
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QUICK REFERENCE
Frequently Asked Questions

Should I respond immediately after receiving the notice?

Usually, no—not substantively. Read the notice carefully, preserve evidence, identify
deadlines, review policies, and begin creating a timeline before submitting a full response.
If a brief acknowledgment is required, keep it professional and limited to three sentences:
receipt, preservation, and intent to respond by the deadline.

Should I tell classmates or coworkers that I am under investigation?

Be extremely cautious. Broad discussion creates rumors, influences memories, and can
violate confidentiality directives in your notice. Every retelling creates a version of your
story you no longer control. Speak only with advisors who genuinely need to know.

Should I contact the complainant?

Usually, no. Contact—however well-intentioned—may be characterized as an attempt to
influence, pressure, or intimidate, and can generate a second charge worse than the first.
Unless policy clearly permits it and you have appropriate guidance, use official channels
only.

What if I honestly do not remember something?

Say so. “I don’t remember, but the records will show it” is a complete, honest, and safe
answer. There is an enormous difference between acknowledging a memory gap and
inventing an answer that turns out to be checkably wrong. If documents later refresh your
recollection, clarify promptly in writing.

Should I apologize if I did nothing wrong?

Be careful. Some apologies are later characterized as admissions. You can express concern
or regret about a misunderstanding without admitting misconduct—but choose words
precisely, and never make an inaccurate factual admission in the hope that contrition will
buy leniency. It rarely does, and it always costs.
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Should I gather evidence on my own?

Yes—immediately and thoroughly. Do not assume the university will locate every relevant
document, and do not assume its collection will be complete or neutral. Preserve and
organize emails, texts, drafts, version histories, calendars, policies, and notes. A sourced
chronological evidence file is often the single most valuable thing a respondent builds.

What if I think the investigator is biased?

Bias is serious and should never be alleged lightly—or vaguely. Identify objective facts:
statements, relationships, inconsistent procedures, ignored evidence, conflicts of interest,
deviations from policy. Check public records: publications, committee service, reporting
lines. Distinguish disagreement from bias, and raise genuine conflicts promptly and in
writing, because waiting can waive them.

Can I bring an attorney or advisor?

That depends on the institution’s policies. Some permit attorneys or advisors to attend
but not speak; others allow broader participation. Review the policy carefully—and
understand that even where an attorney cannot speak in the room, advice before
interviews, responses, and hearings often shapes the outcome more than anything said
inside it.

What if I discover new evidence after my interview?

Notify the investigator promptly, in writing. Explain what the evidence is, why it matters,
and how it became available. Important information is far better submitted during the
investigation than raised for the first time on appeal, where you will also have to prove it
could not have been found earlier.

Can deleted emails or electronic records be recovered?

Sometimes. Recovery depends on retention policies, devices, accounts, cloud storage, and
backups—including systems nobody remembers exist. If important electronic
information may exist, do not assume it is lost, and ask the institution, in writing, exactly
which systems were searched.

Does using artificial intelligence automatically violate university policy?

No. The answer depends on the institution’s policies, the course syllabus, assignment
instructions, and disclosure requirements—and the most specific applicable rule usually
governs. Some uses are prohibited, some permitted, some permitted with disclosure. And
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an Al-detector score, standing alone, is a probability estimate, not proof. Your writing
process—drafts, version histories, research trails—is the evidence that answers it.

Can the university review my emails or computer?

It depends on institutional policies, device ownership, account type, consent agreements,
and applicable law. Universities generally have broad authority over institution-owned
systems and accounts, and far less over personal devices. Know which is which before the
question ever arises.

Will an investigation appear on my transcript or personnel file?

Not necessarily. Some investigations close without findings and leave no external record.
Others result in transcript notations, disciplinary records, personnel entries, or licensing
disclosures. The consequences depend on policy and outcome—and sometimes the
recorded language itself is negotiable, which can matter for decades.

What if the university misunderstood the evidence?

Address the misunderstanding surgically. Identify the specific evidence, explain the
mistaken interpretation, cite the supporting documents, and connect the correction to the
applicable policy or appeal ground. “The fact is accurate; the inference is not, and here is
why” is the structure that works.

Should I accept responsibility if it may reduce the penalty?

Only if doing so is truthful. Never admit misconduct you did not commit in the hope of a
better outcome—that admission follows you onto every future disclosure form, long after
the sanction is forgotten. If you did make mistakes, acknowledging them honestly and
specifically often strengthens credibility and genuinely mitigates sanctions. Truth is the
line. Hold it in both directions.

What is the single most important thing I can do?

Prepare. Preserve evidence. Create a timeline. Read the policies. Understand the actual
allegation. Remain professional. Respond thoughtfully rather than emotionally. And get
informed advice early if the stakes are high. Every investigation is different, but
preparation is the margin in nearly all of them.
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YOUR TOOLKIT

Practical Appendices

These checklists condense the book into tools you can use under pressure. Print them.
When an investigation begins, working from a checklist is not a crutch—it is how
professionals in every high-stakes field make sure fear doesn’t decide anything.
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Appendix A: First 48 Hours Checklist

Immediately

(]

O o0Oo0o0o0oooaao

Read the notice carefully—three times, with a highlighter.

Calendar every deadline, including those buried mid-notice.

Preserve all potentially relevant evidence: capture, export, screenshot.
Check and disable auto-delete settings on messaging apps.

Do not delete emails, texts, files, drafts, or messages—anything.

Do not contact the complainant.

Avoid discussing the matter with classmates, colleagues, or coworkers.
Start a master timeline (Appendix C).

Locate and download every applicable policy, as it exists today.

Within the First Two Days

(|
(|

O 0O oo

O

Identify the allegations precisely—element by element.

Identify the policies allegedly violated, at every level: university, school,
department, syllabus.

Gather key documents into a single organized file.
Identify potential witnesses (do not contact them yet).
Determine whether interim measures or restrictions apply.

Honestly assess your true exposure: suspension, degree, licensure, immigration,
employment, tenure.

Decide whether to seek legal or other professional advice—early advice preserves
options.

Prepare a plan before submitting any substantive response.
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Appendix B: Evidence Preservation Checklist

Preserve copies of potentially relevant:

O

Ooo0oooooooooooooao

Emails (export full threads, with headers where possible)

Text messages and messaging-app communications (screenshot and export)
Social media messages and posts

Assignment drafts and version histories (export—do not rely on the platform)
Al prompts or outputs, where relevant

Learning management system records and submission receipts

Calendar entries and meeting invitations

Syllabi, assignment instructions, and rubrics (as they existed at the time)
Policies (current version, downloaded and dated)

Notes, journals, and planners

Research data and laboratory records

Clinical or placement records

Personnel records and evaluations

Photographs and screenshots

Audio or video recordings, where lawful and permitted

Metadata and file history, where relevant

Do not alter, delete, rename, or reorganize original files in a way that may affect metadata

unless you have received appropriate technical or legal guidance. Preserve first; organize

copies.
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Appendix C: Master Timeline Template

Use a table like this to organize events:

People Supporting Why It

Involved Evidence Matters

For every entry, identify the source. If the event rests on memory alone, say so. If it is
supported by an email, calendar entry, text, or document, identify the exhibit. A timeline
whose every line is sourced is a timeline a decision-maker can trust—and adopt.
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Appendix D: Written Response Checklist

Before submitting a written response, confirm:

O

O O0Oo0o0oo

O O0Oo00o0ao0oao

It answers the actual allegations, element by element.
It identifies and quotes the relevant policies.

It is organized chronologically.

Key facts are supported by labeled exhibits.

Facts have been separated from assumptions and opinions.

b AN1Y 2

Absolute language (“never,” “always,” “everyone”) has been replaced with precise

language.

Unfavorable facts are addressed honestly—raised on your terms, in context.
The tone passes the read-aloud test: nothing you would wince at.

Every exhibit’s significance is explained; nothing is left to speak for itself.
The response complies with deadlines, length limits, and formatting rules.
Someone unfamiliar with the case has read it cold and understood it.

It is not your first draft.
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Appendix E: Interview Preparation Checklist

O

(]

O O0o0o0o0o0ooOooaod

Review the notice, the policies, your timeline, and every document you
submitted.

Re-read your own emails and messages from the relevant period—refresh
memory with the record.

Identify key dates, people, and the potentially difficult facts.

Rehearse honest answers to the hardest questions you can imagine.

Practice distinguishing memory from assumption: “how do I know this?”

Plan to take compound questions apart, one piece at a time.

Plan to ask for clarification whenever a question is unclear.

Plan to read any document shown to you fully—and to ask for complete context.
Remember: “I do not remember” is appropriate whenever it is true.

Prepare your answer to “Is there anything else you would like us to know?”

Answer, then stop. Silence is the investigator’s tool; composure is yours.
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Appendix F: Hearing Preparation Checklist

o 0O 000 O

O

Review the hearing procedures; know the sequence, the time limits, and the rules
before you walk in.

Identify the decision-maker or panel—and check for conflicts.
Confirm deadlines for exhibits and witness lists.
Distill your case into one honest, one-sentence theme.

Organize exhibits chronologically with a clear index; cut everything that does not
serve the theme.

Know where every important document is and be ready to explain why each
matters.

Identify disputed and undisputed facts.
Rehearse your hardest question until candor is comfortable.

Prepare witnesses to stay strictly within first-hand knowledge—accuracy, never
advocacy.

Draft a closing that answers: what the evidence establishes, why your explanation
is more persuasive, and why policy supports you.

Listen during the hearing; the panel’s questions map its real concerns.

Confirm appeal deadlines before the decision arrives.
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Appendix G: Appeal Issue-Spotting Checklist

o 0O 000 O

O

0 I R N B N B

Read the decision like an appellate lawyer: what it accepted, rejected, relied on—
and what it silently ignored.

Calendar the appeal deadline immediately.
Identify the permitted appeal grounds; quote them.
Identify which finding the outcome actually rests on—and its weakest joint.

Identify any procedural errors, and connect each one to how it affected the
outcome.

Check every decision-maker for undisclosed conflicts (publications, committees,
reporting lines).

Determine whether new evidence exists, why it was unavailable earlier, and how
it changes the result.

Evaluate whether credibility findings contradict documents the panel never
addressed.

Assess whether the sanction is disproportionate under policy and precedent.
Support every argument with specific record citations.

Cut emotional generalities; give the reviewer a path their rules permit.

State the requested relief precisely.

If the appeal fails, define what you actually need—containment can matter more
than reversal—and evaluate remaining options with informed advice.
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CONCLUSION

Conclusion — The Person Behind the File

Let me tell you about a different Sarah.

Same Tuesday morning. Same 8:42 email. Same subject line: Notice of
Investigation. Same racing heart, same wave of fear, same overwhelming urge to fix
everything in the next thirty minutes.

But this Sarah closes the laptop. She takes a walk around the block. And then she does
something that feels almost impossibly difficult in that moment: nothing rash.

She reads the notice three times and calendars the deadline in paragraph nine. She
exports her version histories and screenshots her messages—including the embarrassing
ones, especially the embarrassing ones. She does not email the professor. She does not
call three classmates. She does not delete a single text. She starts a timeline, pulls the
syllabus and the integrity policy, and writes a three-sentence acknowledgment. Then she
finds someone who knows this terrain and asks for help—in week one, while every option
still exists.

Six weeks later, her matter closes at the preliminary stage. Not because she was lucky.
Because the version history she preserved on day one showed a human being visibly
writing, and because her response answered the actual charge, element by element, in a
voice so measured and organized that the correct conclusion became the easiest one to
write.

Same student. Same allegation. Same truth. Different preparation—and a different life
on the other side of it.

You cannot control the allegation. You can control everything about
how you meet it—and that is usually enough.

If you have read this guide from beginning to end, you have already done something most
respondents never do: you have taken time to understand the process before making
irreversible decisions. That alone places you ahead.

University investigations are rarely decided by a single dramatic moment. They are
decided by preparation, organization, credibility, professionalism, and the quality of the
evidence presented. Every one of those is within your control. So preserve everything.
Build the timeline. Read the policy like a lawyer reads a statute. Concede the small true
things and contest the large false ones. Let the dates do the arguing. Write every sentence
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as if it will be quoted—because it might be. And ask for help early, when help can still
change the ending.

I want to close with something I believe deeply, after decades on both sides of the
lectern and inside more investigative files than I can count.

Universities are extraordinary institutions, and most of the people who run their
processes are trying to do the right thing. But institutions have power, procedures,
lawyers, and time. Respondents have fear, a deadline, and—too often—no one in their
corner. When that imbalance goes unchecked, careless findings destroy careful people:
the graduate student flagged by an algorithm that cannot be cross-examined; the
professor whose “longstanding problems” somehow generated no paper until the week
after she complained; the clinician whose entire future turned on a meeting summary she
never got to correct.

Fairness in these proceedings is not a courtesy the institution extends when
convenient. It is the entire moral basis for the power the institution exercises. An
investigation that will alter the course of a human life has to be worthy of that
consequence—noticed properly, investigated honestly, decided on evidence, and
reviewable when it goes wrong. Insisting on that is not being difficult. It is not being
litigious. It is asking the institution to live up to its own stated values, in the one case
where those values are being tested: yours.

So advocate for yourself—relentlessly, honestly, and professionally. Ask for the
specific allegation. Ask for the complete data. Ask what systems were searched. Ask who
is judging you. Hold the process to its own written rules, every step, every deadline, every
element. You are not being paranoid. You are doing exactly what the process, at its best,
is designed to reward: making sure the decision rests on evidence instead of assumption.

Behind every investigative file is a person—a student terrified of losing years of work,
a scholar watching a life’s reputation wobble, a clinician whose calling hangs on an
administrator’s paragraph. The institutions sometimes forget that. You never should,
least of all when the person is you.

Whatever the outcome of your investigation, keep investing in your education, your
professionalism, your relationships, and your integrity. Careers survive investigations.
People rebuild, graduate, publish, practice, and go on to do the work they were meant to
do. The allegation is a fact of your past. What you do next—starting with the preparation
you now know how to do—is the argument for your future.

Make it a good one.

Thank you for reading. Now go build your file.
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If You Need Help

This book is designed to make you a better-prepared participant in your own case. It is not a
substitute for advice about your case. Institutional policies vary, deadlines are short and
unforgiving, and the consequences reach well beyond campus — into licensure, employment,
immigration status, and professional reputation.

If any of the following is true, the value of early advice is highest right now, not later:

You have received a notice of investigation, charge letter, or interview request.
You are being asked to attend a meeting and are unsure what to say.

The allegation involves Al use, plagiarism, research integrity, or professionalism.
You hold, or are seeking, a professional license.

You are a faculty member, resident, fellow, or clinician facing review.

You have received an adverse finding and an appeal deadline is running.

LAMPARELLO LAW, EDUCATION & ADVOCACY

Academic Misconduct « University Investigations « Education Law

www.lamparello-law.com
adam@Ilamparellolaw.com | (201) 317-5115
201 Berkshire Road, Hasbrouck Heights, New Jersey 07604

Consultations are available nationwide. Most university disciplinary proceedings are internal
administrative processes rather than court proceedings, which means representation is
frequently available regardless of the state in which the institution is located.

This book provides general information about university investigations. It is not legal advice, and reading it does
not create an attorney—client relationship. Prior results do not guarantee a similar outcome. The case vignettes
throughout are composites; names are invented and facts have been altered so that no vignette describes any
actual client or matter.
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