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Long Version

How to Conduct an Investigation

by Kathryn Kelley Hoskins

School administrators are called upon almost daily to look into a variety of complaints, allegations, and concerns involving students, employees, or third parties.  These "investigations" can range from a 30-second conversation with one person to a series of interviews with multiple individuals. The investigation may lead to student discipline or employee personnel action, may be relevant in litigation or an insurance claim, or may simply be part of good operational practices.  Although the nature, purpose and scope of investigations will vary widely, the following suggestions may provide a useful reference:

· Follow any applicable Archdiocesan or local policies and procedures regarding the conduct of the particular investigation (e.g., Statement of Policy & Procedures in Cases of Child Abuse, Code of Conduct for Church Personnel, local faculty or student handbook).

· Consult with appropriate Archdiocesan officials regarding investigations of serious or sensitive matters. 

· Determine the appropriate person or two-member team to conduct the investigation.  The same person or team should conduct all interviews, rather than "splitting them up."  

· Determine who needs to be interviewed, and in what order.  Usually, the person raising the concern is interviewed first, followed by witnesses, followed by the person(s) accused of misconduct.  Only one person should be interviewed at a time.  While it may seem efficient to bring several people together to provide information, this is a disastrous investigative technique. 

· If there are multiple witnesses, interview all of them, not just a "sampling."  Consider whether you need to prevent witnesses from talking with one another before they talk to you (e.g., assemble student witnesses in a room with supervision while they wait to be interviewed).  Consider whether parental permission or notification is necessary to interview children. 

· Plan the interviews.  In complex cases, develop a list of questions to be asked of each person for consistency, in addition to individualized follow-up questions. 

· Do not begin an interview by telling the interviewee everything you think you know about the incident or complaint.  Rather, ask questions to elicit what the interviewee saw or heard.  Start with broad questions and then focus in more narrowly.  Make no assumptions.

· Ask for the interviewee's own recollection (what s/he saw, heard, said, or did).  If the interviewee heard something from another person, clearly identify what was said, when, and by whom.  A common mistake by investigators is to intermingle the witness's own recollection with information s/he heard from others; this is confusing and can lead to wrong conclusions.

· Be sure to elicit basic information (who, what, when, where, how, why) in the initial interview, when memories are freshest and least likely to have been biased by information heard from others.  Note the context ("What were they talking about when she made that comment?"  "Why were they in the cafeteria at that time?").  Insist that full names be used ("Was it Ann Smith or Ann Jones?").  Be specific ("How do you know it was last Thursday?"  "Are you sure it was 2:15?"  "Exactly where in the classroom was he standing?"). 

· Statements written by children generally are not useful.  Verbal interviews are more reliable.

· Clarify inconsistent or confusing statements by asking more specific questions.  In general, it is not a good investigative technique to tell a witness what another witness has said, as this interferes with independent recollection. 

· Assess credibility by repeating and varying questions.  Take note of body language (e.g., eye contact, flushing, fidgeting). 

· In documenting the investigation, bear in mind that parents have a right of access under FERPA to their child's "educational records."  Further, such documentation generally is "discoverable" in litigation.  Documentation of the investigation should be factual, without irrelevant or inflammatory comments.  Documentation should be signed by the person who prepared it and dated as of the date it was prepared, with month, day and year.  All investigations, no matter how brief, should be documented in some manner. 

· Follow up with the person(s) who raised the concern, even if you can only say that you addressed the matter.  Do not violate employee or student privacy rights by disclosing too much information. 
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