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A complaint covers concerns raised about the curriculum, teaching and learning as well as concerns about any other aspect of the school or an individual within the school.

Stage 1 – Teacher or Head Teacher

All schools welcome the opportunity to talk about concerns that help them to identify areas where they could improve. Very often, school staff can resolve the concerns of parents and carers with a single informal discussion. In the first instance, a concern or complaint should be discussed with the class teacher and if the problem cannot be resolved an appointment should be made with the Head Teacher. 

However, some of the more complex issues may take many more conversations to sort out and may result in several meetings involving the class teacher, Head Teacher and parent(s) and carers.
Sometimes however, despite everyone’s best efforts, the discussions do not resolve the problem.

Stage 2 (a) For complaints against a member of staff other than the Head Teacher – investigation by Head Teacher 

Parents or carers with concerns that have not been resolved should raise the matter with the Head Teacher as soon as possible. 

The complaint may come verbally to the Head Teacher and may be resolvable

If not, the complainant should be asked to confirm their complaint in writing to the head teacher and the school should acknowledge it in writing. Some complainants may indicate that they have particular difficulties in writing their complaint. In these circumstances, they should be able to provide details of the complaint using another means, perhaps over the phone or by face to face interview.

The Head Teacher should copy relevant papers to any member(s) of staff named in the complaint.

The Head Teacher will continue to mediate possibly including a Governor after consultation with the Chair of Governors. The details of the complaint should not be discussed with the Chair because s/he may have to deal with an appeal later. 

The Head Teacher should reply to the complainant within 3 school weeks. In some instances, it may not be possible to do this. In these cases, the Head Teacher should provide an interim or holding response that lets the complainant know when he/she can expect a full reply.

The Head Teacher must make sure that the school retains on file copies and/or a written record of all complaints (and related correspondence). A well maintained complaints file/log would provide useful evidence (for example, to OFSTED inspectors) of the school’s good practice in this area.

If the complaint cannot be resolved at this stage, it can be referred to the Chair of Governors still as part of the informal Stage 2 process.  This provides the opportunity for a separate investigation to be carried out by the Chair (who may choose to involve another Governor) and for the complaint to be resolved without moving to Stage 3.

Stage 2 (b) For complaints against the Head Teacher – investigation by the Chair of Governors
The complaint is likely to come directly to the Chair of Governors without prior knowledge of the Head Teacher. The complainant should be asked to confirm their complaint in writing to the Chair of Governors, who should acknowledge it in writing. Some complainants may indicate that they have particular difficulties in writing their complaint. In these circumstances, they should be able to provide details of the complaint using another means, perhaps over the phone or by face to face interview.

The Chair should copy relevant papers to the Head Teacher and any member(s) of staff named in the complaint. 

The Chair of Governors should offer mediation between the Head Teacher and the complainant. If unresolved the Chair will investigate the complaint. This should be done with another Governor and the complainant or anyone else being interviewed should be offered the opportunity to be accompanied by a friend. The Chair of Governors could be assisted by a member of the LA. The Chair might ask for the interview with the complainant to be formally minuted by a Clerk from the LA

The Chair should reply to the complainant within 3 school weeks. In some instances, it may not be possible to do this. In these cases, the Chair should provide an interim or holding response that lets the complainant know when he/she can expect a full reply.

The Chair must make sure that the school retains on file copies and/or a written record of all complaints (and related correspondence). A well maintained complaints file/log would provide useful evidence (for example, to OFSTED inspectors) of the school’s good practice in this area.

Stage 3 – Complaint to the Governing Body

The complainant should only make a complaint to the Governing Body once they have:

· Tried to resolve the complaint by the approaches to the school described in Stages 1 and 2

· Allowed the school a reasonable time to investigate the matter (normally no more than 3 school weeks)

· Accepted any reasonable offer by the school to discuss the result of the investigation

· Taken part in any process of mediation offered by the school

· Put the complaint in writing (within two months of the event)

Governing Bodies are advised to set up a panel to consider complaints that have not been resolved at an earlier stage.

The complaints panel should consist of three governors who have not previously been involved in the complaint and the chair of the panel should be named. The Head Teacher should not be a member of the panel. The Governing Body should name reserves to make sure the panel can be constituted when necessary.

Details of the panel’s membership should be sent to the Director of Education.

The complainant should be asked to write to the Governing Body at the school asking them to consider his/her complaint. He/she should enclose a copy of the written complaint they made at an earlier stage, as well as details of issues he/she believes remain unresolved. He/she cannot add further complaints at this stage.

Some complainants may identify particular difficulties they have with writing down their complaint. In these circumstances, they should be able to provide details of the complaint using another means, perhaps over the phone or by face to face interview.

The panel will acknowledge the complaint in writing and send a copy of the complaint and the acknowledgement to the Director of Education. They will copy the complaint to the Head Teacher and any other member of staff named in the complaint and should ask for written comments on the complaint from the Head Teacher (and where appropriate, any other member of staff named in the complaint).

The Head Teacher (and where appropriate, any other member of staff named in the complaint) will have up to 5 school days to provide a response to the issues raised in the complaint.

The panel will consider the complaint and make a decision on the basis of the papers that they receive. However, if they feel that they need more details to make their decision, they can contact any of the parties concerned for more information.

The panel will reply in writing to the complaint within 3 school weeks of receiving it. In some instances, this may not be possible. In these cases, the panel should provide an interim or holding response that lets the complainant know when he/she can expect a full response.
In the full reply to the complaint the panel will state whether or not they uphold the complaint, in full or in part. If they do, they will make recommendations to the Governing Body for action. If the panel decide to recommend no action they will give reasons for their decision.

Also, once the panel has reached a decision on the complaint, they may refer issues of principle or general practice to another forum, such as the Governing Body, or to an individual such as the Head Teacher.

No further complaint to the Governing Body is available on the matter.

In relation to a grievance arising from a member of staff, this will be heard separately under the existing grievance procedures.

The panel will pass a copy of all the papers relating to the complaint to the Head Teacher. A further set should be sent to the Director of Education (who has a right to see all the paperwork).

The Director of Education has the right to have a representative present at any complaints panel meeting. This right may be exercised by making appropriate arrangements with the chair of the complaints panel.

Stage 4 - Complaint to Local Authority

If the complainant wishes to pursue the matter, the Local Authority will only consider the case if it is believed to be relevant under section 409 of the Education Act 1996 (Complaints and Enforcement). The Local Authority has a statutory duty to consider a relevant complaint about the curriculum that has not been resolved by the Governing Body.

The complainant must make his/her request in writing to the Director of Education. The request must be received within 15 days of the date of the letter from the complaints panel giving their decision on the complaint.

It may be difficult to agree whether a complex complaint is subject to the statutory arrangements for curriculum complaints. Therefore, the Director of Education will take the advice of the City Council’s Legal Division on whether or not to consider the complaint.

Stage 5 - Complaint to Secretary of State or Local Government Ombudsman 

If the complainant wishes to pursue the complaint he/she can contact the Local Government Ombudsman or the Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families to find out if it is one they will pursue.

The City Council’s Education Department will provide complainants with advice on the procedure to follow in these cases.

Advice for School Governing Bodies on Handling Complaints

The Role of the Governing Body

The Governing Body is responsible for the general conduct of the school, and plays a key role in shaping the philosophy and approach of the school. It has a responsibility to support the Head Teacher and the staff of the school. It must also ensure that staff, pupils, parents and others in the community who come into contact with the school are treated fairly. It is important that the Governing Body handles complaints well. If it does, then this can enhance the reputation of the school significantly.

The Role of the LA

The Local Authority offers the procedure for adoption by Governing Bodies as the basis for handling complaints about schools. Officers from the Education Department can provide advice on the procedure and related legal issues. They can also provide advice and support on issues around complaints and the health & safety or harassment of school staff. However, they have no formal role in considering complaints, except where Stage 4 of the procedure is reached.

Complaints Procedures

The Governing Body must make sure that parents, staff and governors are aware of the Complaints Procedure. It is advisable that Governing Bodies consider using a “mediation stage” between a dispute with the Head and the formal consideration by the Governing Body. Mediation may be offered through the goodwill of a governor (maybe the parent governor) or, in some instances, informally through an officer of the LA who will act impartially. If this stage exists, it should be clearly indicated in the procedure.

It is important that complaints should go through the stages outlined in the proper order, and that there is no return to previous stages. For example, a Governing Body should not consider a complaint until the Head Teacher has had an opportunity to resolve it. And the LA will not usually consider any formal involvement until the Governing Body has considered the complaint and responded to it.

Complaints Panel

Because of the possibility of a recommendation of disciplinary action, it may be useful to consider as panel members governors who already sit on the committee which would usually deal with such matters. In this way appeals processes are less likely to be compromised in the longer term.  It is important that everyone understands that the complaints panel acts for the Governing Body under delegated powers and that the Governing Body will not re-hear the matter.
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