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Introduction

Schools work best when there is good co-operation between parents, staff and governors. However, sometimes things go wrong. When they do, it is important to have clear procedures that can be followed in the event of a complaint and that give an opportunity for all involved to express concerns and resolve problems at an early stage. What follows is largely related to complaints by parents but could also be used for complaints by members of the general public.

The School Standards and Framework Act 1998 enables the Secretary of State to make regulations which can require the governing bodies of all maintained schools to establish

and publish complaints procedures. Therefore, governing bodies that do not already have a complaints procedure may wish to consider drawing one up; those that do may nevertheless want to review their arrangements in the light of these notes of guidance. 

The procedure should cover complaints arising from the proper execution of governors’ policy or duties. Complaints relating to the policies of the Council should be passed to the LEA.

The two key elements of a complaints procedure are:

· the procedure itself, to ensure a systematic approach to handling complaints by all staff and governors;

· the information made available to parents so that they are aware how they should raise any concern or complaint and how their concerns will be dealt with.

The model procedure and the suggested leaflet for parents are intended as good practice guides, applying to most general complaints which a school is likely to receive from parents. It is hoped that they will not only assist any governing body drawing up a complaints procedure for the first time but also provide a yardstick against which existing arrangements can be reviewed. 

It is not intended that this procedure should cover those aspects of school life for which there are specific statutory or other provisions, in particular complaints concerning:-

For further information contact:-

(a) arrangements under section 409 of the Education Act 1996 for complaints about the delivery of the national curriculum and the provision of collective worship and religious education.
Advisory Service

            or

Policy & Development




(b) admissions1
Local Education Office




(c) exclusions1
Local Education Office

(Behaviour Support Service)




(d) special educational needs (statutory assessments and statements)
Local Education Office

(SEN Officer)




(e) sex education
Advisory Service




(f) staff grievance, bullying and harrassment1
Personnel Service




(g) capability proceedings1
Personnel Service




(h)  child protection2
Personnel Service

Principles

In the context of developing home/school partnership, parents should be able to express their views about what goes on within the school. At the very least it is important for schools to have early warning of potential difficulties so that, wherever possible, concerns do not escalate into formal complaints. Taking a more positive approach, complaints can be viewed as an opportunity to assess ‘customer satisfaction’ which can inform school development planning in the quest for higher standards and continuous improvement. The aim is not to generate a bureaucratic record of complaints but to deal with genuine concerns at the lowest level of formality that is appropriate to the complaint.  It is suggested that in drawing up and operating their complaints procedures, governing bodies should have regard to the principles set out below.

1.  Publicity

· Parents should always know how they can raise concerns or lodge a complaint. Complaints procedures should be easily accessible and well publicised. Reference to such procedures should be included in the school brochure/prospectus. If you have a school web site you could also include reference to the procedures on that.

· A summary of how the school deals with complaints should be included in the information given to new parents when their children join the school. Schools could also prepare leaflets for parents explaining how issues or concerns should be raised and how the complaints procedures work – see Annex B.

· Periodically parents should be reminded about the procedures. This could be done as part of the information sent to all parents at the start of each school year, covering topics such as holiday dates, session times, dress code, behaviour and detention policies, as well as the complaints procedure.

· Where appropriate schools should consider whether they need to make the procedures available in languages other than English and whether braille, audio-cassette or large print versions should be available.

2.  Procedures to be as speedy as possible – consistent with fairness
· Each stage of the procedure should have tightly drawn time limits. Where, exceptionally, it is not possible to meet these, the complainant should be kept informed of progress.

3.  Support for the complainant

· At any meeting at which a parental concern or complaint is to be discussed with the parent, it should always be made clear that he/she is welcome to bring a ‘friend’, whether as a representative or simply to provide moral support.

· Some parents can feel diffident about approaching the school with a complaint and need someone to smooth the path for them.
· The complainant may be asked to provide a written statement. If he/she has difficulty writing then the ‘friend’ or a member of staff might help with this. 
4.  Support for any person complained against

· Staff who may be questioned when a complaint is being investigated must feel they are being treated fairly and given the opportunity to put their case. There is a crucial balance to be maintained between supporting the individual so that his/her rights and reputation are protected,and investigating a complaint thoroughly and impartially.

· The complaints procedure is distinct from formal disciplinary processes for staff and this needs to be made clear to all concerned. Where necessary advice should be obtained from the LEA’s Personnel Unit. There may be occasions, albeit rare, when a complaint could lead to disciplinary action against a member of staff. This will usually put the complaints procedure on hold. If so, the complainant should be informed, though without going into details. After the disciplinary procedures it will be necessary to decide what further response to the complainant is appropriate.

5.  Confidentiality

· It is very important to treat all expressions of concern and complaints with discretion. In particular, parents must feel confident that any complaint they make will not adversely affect their child. However, from the outset the complainant will need to be aware that, if the complaint is to be investigated, details will have to be shared with any staff involved.

6.  Anonymous complaints

· It is common practice to disregard anonymous complaints. There is, however, a risk that if the issue is serious and subsequently ‘blows up’, the complainant may then surface and claim that he/she had alerted the school. The headteacher, in consultation with the chairman, will therefore need to decide when the potential gravity of an anonymous complaint warrants an investigation. This is particularly so in the case of child protection issues. Complainants should be advised that if they do not identify themselves the school may not be able to take effective action.

7. Complaints Against Volunteers

· There may be occasions when a complaint is received about the conduct of a volunteer working in the school or with the children of the school, for example on a school trip. As far as possible headteachers should apply the same principles to such complaints.
8.  Redress

· If the outcome of the complaints procedure shows the school is at fault, it is often sufficient to provide redress by way of an acknowledgement that the complaint is valid. Alternatively, it may be appropriate to offer one or more of: an apology, an explanation, a promise that the event complained of will not recur or an undertaking to review school policies or practices in the light of the complaint. Fear of litigation should not prevent a school from admitting to parents mistakes have been made, but advice should be taken from the LEA’s Legal Services Unit beforehand if there is concern that a parent might take legal action.

 9.  Staff awareness and training

· School staff, including non-teaching staff, should be familiar with the procedures so that they can advise parents about their operation. Potentially many staff are involved in handling complaints, especially at the informal level. Their confidence in doing so depends on :-

(i) their having clear information about the procedures, 

(ii) reassurance that senior staff are committed to the procedures and 

(iii) some basic training in the practical interpersonal skills needed in dealing with people who are upset or angry.

All school staff should have clear information about which staff are responsible for what, so that parents do not get continually passed from one to another.

10  Record keeping

· If concerns and complaints are to contribute to raising the quality of education, they need to be recorded and monitored regularly, alongside other recording forms, by senior staff and governors. It is suggested that the trigger point for complaint logging should be when a concern or initial complaint cannot be resolved on the spot but needs investigation and/or consultation with others in the school and a subsequent report back (either orally or in writing) to the parent. Recording at the earliest stage need only be a very basic record of the complaint, giving the date, name of parent and general nature of the complaint. A pro forma or a ‘comments and complaints book’ could be used.
11. Complaints Received By The LEA

· Any written non-statutory complaint received by the LEA will be referred to the school for action by the headteacher or Chair of Governors in accordance with the school’s procedures.

Guidance On Using The Procedures

The majority of concerns and complaints can be resolved informally. There are many occasions where concerns are resolved straightaway through the class teacher or school administrator or headteacher, depending on whom the parent first approached.

Governing bodies are therefore advised to adopt a ‘staged’ approach, aimed at resolving difficulties informally, so far as possible, without recourse to the more formal stages.

An outline of the suggested stages is given below. Annex A provides a model which governing bodies might wish to adopt, with variations as appropriate.

Note that the main reason for a staged approach is to reassure complainants that their grievance, if not immediately resolved, will be heard by more than one person. Ideally headteachers should ensure that their involvement does not predominate at both stages 1 and 2, although in smaller schools, where parents are more likely to have ready access to the headteacher, it will not always be possible to distinguish between stages.

Stage 1: The first contact

· Parents should feel able to raise concerns with members of staff without any formality, either in person, over the telephone or in writing. On occasion it may be appropriate for someone to act on behalf of a parent.

· At first it may be unclear whether a parent is asking a question or expressing an opinion rather than making a complaint. A parent may want a preliminary discussion about an issue to help decide whether he or she wishes to take it further.

· Every effort should be made to resolve matters at this point. Where this is not possible, the parent should be advised to raise the matter formally with the headteacher under stage 2 of the procedures. If at this stage the headteacher feels his/her further involvement (it is quite possible he/she initially tried to resolve the matter informally) might prejudice a fair investigation it may be necessary to refer the formal complaint to the chair of governors or designated governor. This will be a matter of judgement for the headteacher taking into account events to date and his/her involvement in those events.

· If it becomes clear that the concern or complaint is about the headteacher, the member of staff should inform the headteacher accordingly who should then refer the matter directly, without comment at this stage, to the chair of governors, or designated governor, who will initially attempt to resolve the matter informally.

Stage 2: Investigation by the headteacher

· At this stage it has become clear that the concern is a definite complaint. In some cases the headteacher may already have been involved; in others it is the first he/she will know of the matter. It is for the headteacher to determine, within the procedures agreed by the governing body, the nature and extent of his/her personal involvement at this stage. Crucially the headteacher must ensure a thorough investigation of the complaint.

· In larger schools the investigation may be delegated to another member of staff, and the headteacher may even leave that member of staff to report back to the parents. Where this happens and the complainant is still not satisfied, it is prudent for the headteacher to take a direct interest before the stage 2 process is completed and the parent advised of his/her right to refer the matter to the governing body.

Stage 2: Investigation by the Chair of Governors or Designated Governor
· Normally any complaint against the headteacher, or where the headteacher considers his/her continued involvement would be inappropriate, is, in the first instance, investigated by the chair of governors. However, depending on circumstances, the governing body may decide, when agreeing the membership of committees, link governors etc., to appoint a governor
 to deal with complaints against or involving the headteacher and/or complaints where the chair has had previous involvement.

· The chair of governors, or designated governor, must ensure a thorough investigation of the complaint.

A written response should be given to the complainant at the end of stage 2 which should include details of how to appeal to the governors' Complaints Review Committee if he/she is not satisfied with the outcome to date. 

Stage 3: Consideration by the governing body

· Only rarely should complaints reach this formal level, but it is important that governing bodies are prepared to deal with them when necessary. Even at this stage it is often better if a way forward can be found through discussion and negotiation. Therefore, where the complaint has been referred direct to the governing body by the headteacher, provided they have not had any previous involvement, the chair of governors or designated governor may wish to attempt to resolve informally prior to any formal hearing. If this does take place the chair, or designated governor will be ineligible for any subsequent meeting of the Complaints Review Committee
.

· At this stage, schools may, depending on the subject of the complaint, wish to seek advice from the LEA on matters of a specialist nature or on the process to be adopted. In the case of voluntary schools, the relevant Diocese should be consulted. 

· Where a formal hearing is necessary, it is important to ensure not only that this is independent and impartial, but that it be seen as so. Possible use of ‘neutral territory’ could be considered. The rules of natural justice must be strictly applied, including:

· No member of the Committee should have a vested interest in the outcome of the hearing or any involvement in an earlier stage of the proceedings;

· The complainant and the person responding to the complaint should be given an opportunity to state their case without interruption;

· Written material to be referred to must be seen by all parties before the hearing.

At this stage there should be no further discussion of the complaint outside of the Complaints Review Committee.

· Complaints should always be considered by a Committee, not by the full governing body. Not infrequently some governors will have previous knowledge of the issue and would, in any event, be unable to take part in any hearing on grounds of possible bias. Moreover, in the event that a complaint, exceptionally, results in disciplinary action against a member of staff, it would be necessary for there to be sufficient governors with no prior involvement to constitute a staff committee and possibly a dismissal appeal committee.

· Many complaints are inevitably seen by parents as being 'against' a particular member of staff and/or their actions. However, depending on the circumstances, it may be more appropriate for the governing body to construe the complaint as being against the school rather than against the member of staff whose actions led to the original complaint.

· In all instances the complainant and any employee involved must be properly informed of the outcome. If the matter is to be subject to a disciplinary hearing then the complainant may be told the matter is “subject to internal disciplinary process” but not given any further details of the case. In the meantime the school may continue to respond to any other aspects of the complaint.

Stage 4: Review by the LEA

· Where a parent remains dissatisfied after the matter has been considered by the governing body's complaints review committee, the governing body, if it so wishes, can invite a relevant officer from the LEA to review the process it undertook to resolve the complaint. The LEA will then consider and advise as appropriate, although given that schools are now largely self-governing, the LEA has limited powers to intervene. Generally the LEA would be able to do no more than express a view about the complaint and the means of resolving it.

Stage 5: Beyond the LEA

· Ultimately complaints can be addressed to the Secretary of State for Education and Skills under section 496 of the Education Act 1996, on the grounds that a governing body or LEA was acting or proposing to act unreasonably, or under section 497, on the grounds that either the governing body or the LEA has failed to discharge its duties under the Act.

A Model Procedure

(For adoption, with amendments as necessary, by a governing body.)
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……………………School

Complaints Procedure

Scope of Procedure

This procedure is for use in dealing with complaints from parents concerning the general running of the school and the implementation of its policies and practices. However, it does not cover the following for which there are separate procedures:-

· Delivery of the national curriculum and the provision of collective worship and religious education in accordance with the Education Act 1996;

· School admissions;

· School exclusions;

· Special educational needs (statutory assessments and statements);

· Sex education;

· Child protection. 

Nor does it cover complaints on matters that are the responsibility of the Local Education Authority. These are complaints about Council policies or on matters covered by legal processes.

Using the Procedure

Stage 1: The first contact – informal consideration by staff and/or headteacher

1.1 Parents are always welcome to discuss any concerns with the appropriate member of staff, who will clarify with the parent the nature of the concern and reassure them that the school wants to hear about it. The member of staff may explain to the parent how the situation happened. It can be helpful to identify at this point what sort of outcome the parent is looking for.

1.2 If the member of staff first contacted cannot immediately deal with the matter, he/she makes a clear note of the date, name, contact address or phone number.

1.3 All members of staff will know how to refer, if necessary, to the person with responsibility for the particular issue raised by the parent. He/she will check later to make sure the referral has been dealt with.

1.4 If the matter is brought to the attention of the headteacher, he/she may decide to deal with the concerns directly at this stage. (Possibly relevant in smaller schools or on certain major issues.)
1.5 The staff member dealing with the matter should make sure that the parent is clear what, if any, action or monitoring of the situation has been agreed. Although not always necessary, consideration should be given to confirming in writing what has been agreed - either by letter or a copy of a file note.

1.6 Where no satisfactory solution has been found within ten days, parents are asked if they wish their concern to be considered further. If so, they are advised to write to the headteacher or, if the complaint relates to the headteacher, to the chair of governors or designated governor
.

Stage 2: Formal Investigation by the headteacher

2.1 The headteacher (or designate) acknowledges the complaint in writing within three working days of receiving the written complaint. The acknowledgement gives a brief explanation of the school’s complaints procedure (or a copy of the school’s Information Leaflet For Parents) and a target date for providing a response to the complainant – normally within ten working days. If thereafter it is not possible to respond within the ten days, a letter is sent explaining the reason for the delay and giving a revised target date.

2.2 Ordinarily the headteacher (or designate) provides an opportunity for the complainant to meet with him/her to supplement any information provided previously. It should be made clear to the complainant that he/she may be accompanied to any meeting by a friend, relative, representative, or advocate who can speak on his or her behalf. The headteacher (or designate) may be accompanied by an adviser if the circumstances warrant this.

2.3 Where necessary, following the meeting, the headteacher (or designate) will interview witnesses and take statements from those involved. If the complaint centres on a pupil, the pupil concerned and others present at the time, should be interviewed. Pupils would normally be interviewed with parents/guardians present unless this would seriously delay the investigation of a serious/urgent complaint or where a pupil has specifically said he/she would prefer that parents or guardians were not involved. In such circumstances another member of staff with whom the pupil feels comfortable should be present. If the complaint is against a member of staff, he/she must subsequently be allowed to explain his/her version of events.

2.4 The headteacher (or designate) must keep written records of all meetings and telephone conversations, which he/she should sign and date, and other related documentation.

2.5 Once all the relevant facts have been established, the headteacher (or designate) may wish to meet the complainant to discuss/resolve the matter directly. In any event a written response should always be sent, including a full explanation of the decision and the reasons for it. Where appropriate, the letter will indicate what action the school will take to resolve the complaint. The complainant must be advised that should he/she wish to take the complaint further he/she should notify the chair of governors/designated governor within 10 working days of receiving the letter.

2.6 If a complaint is against the action of a headteacher (or if the headteacher has been very closely involved at stage 1) the chair of governors or designated governor will carry out the stage 2 procedures – see below.

Stage 2: Investigation by the Chair of Governors or Designated Governor

2.7 When the chair of governors, or governor designated by the governing body to deal with complaints, receives notice of a complaint, he/she will decide whether it appears appropriate to seek an informal resolution to the issue. It could be a complaint against the headteacher or, a complaint the headteacher has not been able to resolve but further discussion with the complainant prior to referral to the Complaints Review Committee is considered to be worthwhile.

2.8 If so, the chair/designated governor will:

· either telephone and/or meet with the parent/guardian to hear their side of the story;

· talk to the headteacher to hear the other side of the story;

· discuss with the headteacher how the issue might be resolved;

· agree with the headteacher whether it would be helpful for the governor to act as

facilitator/mediator between the head and the parent;

· seek to resolve the matter to the satisfaction of both the headteacher and the parent;

· (if not the chairman) keep the chairman informed of the fact that he/she is handling a complaint, without disclosing any details, and stress the need for confidentiality at this stage so as not to prejudice any later hearing.

If the designated governor decides that action as at 2.8 is not appropriate in the circumstances, or having tried this approach the matter is still not resolved, then he/she must write to the parent to let him/her know that the matter will be referred to the complaints review committee. The letter should also explain that the complainant has the right to submit any further documents relevant to the complaint. The chair/designated governor must keep written records of all meetings and telephone conversations, which he/she should sign and date, and other related documentation.
Stage 3: Consideration by the governors’ Complaints Review Committee

3.1 According to the arrangements concerning membership
 of the complaints review committee as agreed by the governing body, the clerk to the governors will seek to convene the committee within 20 working days.

3.2 The clerk will ask the headteacher to prepare a written report for the committee in response to the complaint. The head should additionally ask members of staff directly involved in matters raised by the complainant to prepare reports.

3.3 The clerk to the governors will write and inform the complainant, headteacher, any relevant witnesses, and members of the committee at least five working days in advance, of the date, time and place of the meeting. All relevant correspondence, reports and documentation about the complaint should be included with the letter. The complainant should also be informed of his/her right to be accompanied to the meeting by a friend or representative or advocate. The letter will also explain how the meeting will be conducted and the complainant’s right to submit further written evidence to the committee.

3.4 Subject to the prior agreement of the chairman of the committee, the headteacher may invite members of staff directly involved in matters raised by the complainant to attend the hearing.

3.5 It is the responsibility of the chairman of the committee to ensure that the meeting is properly minuted.

3.6 The aim of the meeting should be to resolve the complaint and achieve a reconciliation between the school and the complainant. However, it has to be recognised that sometimes it may only be possible to establish facts and make recommendations which will satisfy the complainant that his or her complaint has at least been taken seriously.

3.7 The committee should remember that many parents are unused to dealing with groups of people in formal situations and may feel inhibited when speaking to the committee. The chairman of the committee will therefore ensure that the proceedings are as informal as possible.

3.8 The meeting should allow for:

· the complainant to explain his/her complaint and the headteacher to explain the school’s response;

· the headteacher to question the complainant about the complaint and the complainant to question the headteacher and/or other members of staff about the school’s response;

· committee members to have an opportunity to question the complainant, the headteacher and any witnesses as appropriate;

· final statements by both the complainant and the headteacher.

3.9 The chairman of the committee will explain to the complainant and the headteacher that the committee will now consider its decision, and that written notice of the decision will be sent to both parties within two weeks. The complainant, headteacher, other members of staff and witnesses will then leave.

3.10 The committee will then consider the complaint and all the evidence presented in order to:

· reach a unanimous, or at least a majority, decision on whether to dismiss or uphold the complaint;

· decide, if appropriate, upon the action to be taken to resolve the complaint;

· where appropriate, recommend to the governing body changes to the school’s systems or procedures to ensure that similar problems do not happen again.
· decide if it wishes to recommend to the governing body that the LEA should review the process by which it has arrived at its decision.
3.11 A written statement outlining the decision of the committee including any actions and/or recommendations will be sent to the complainant and headteacher within 7 days of the meeting. If the Committee has decided to recommend to the governing body that the LEA reviews the process by which the Committee has arrived at its decision, this should be indicated in the letter. Otherwise it should be indicated that there is no mechanism for a further appeal to the governing body. If the complainant feels the governing body has acted unreasonably or has failed to discharge its duties he/she should be advised to write to the Secretary of State for Education & Skills.

3.12 The school should ensure that a copy of all correspondence and notes are kept on file in the school’s records. These records should be kept separately from the pupil’s personal records.
A Model Leaflet For Parents

(For adoption, with amendments as necessary, by a governing body.)
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……………………School

Concerns and Complaints about the School

Guidance Notes for Parents

If you have a suggestion or a concern

We would like you to tell us about it. We welcome suggestions for improving our work in the school and want to know if you have any concerns. Be assured that no matter what you wish to tell us, our support and respect for you and your child in the school will not be affected in any way. If you have a concern, please let us know as soon as possible. It is difficult for us to properly investigate an incident or problem that happened some

time ago. Depending on circumstances, the governing body may decide not to consider a complaint about something that occurred more than two months ago.

What to do first

If primary school: Most concerns can be sorted out quickly by speaking with your child’s class teacher. 

If secondary school: Most concerns can be sorted out quickly by speaking with your child’s form tutor or head of year. Any teacher or the school administrator can help you find the right member of staff.

If you have a concern which you feel should be looked at by the headteacher in the first instance you can contact him/her straightaway if you prefer. It is usually best to discuss the problem face to face. You may need an appointment to do this, and you can make one by ringing or calling in to the school office. You can take a friend or relation to the appointment with you if you would like to.

All staff will make every effort to resolve your problem informally. They will make sure that they understand what you feel went wrong, and they will explain their actions to you. They will ask what you would like the school to do to put things right. Of course, this does not mean that in every case it will be possible to achieve a satisfactory outcome but it will help both you and the school to understand both sides of the question. It may

also help to prevent a similar problem arising again.

If you are still concerned

We will do all that we can to resolve matters straight away but if you are not entirely satisfied with the teacher’s response (or with the headteacher's initial reaction if he/she has already been involved) you can make a formal complaint to the headteacher. This should be made in writing. 

You may find it helpful at this stage to have a copy of the full statement of the governing body's complaints procedure as this explains in detail how complaints are dealt with. This is available from the school office.

The headteacher will contact you to discuss the problem. Usually you will be invited to a face to face meeting. Again you may take a friend or someone else with you if you wish. The headteacher will then conduct a full investigation of the complaint and may interview any members of staff or pupils involved. You will receive a written response to your complaint.

If you are still unhappy

We very much hope and expect that we will have been able to resolve the problem by this stage. However, if you are still not satisfied you may wish to make a formal complaint to the governing body. You should write to .....................  Initially your complaint may, depending on circumstances, be dealt with by the chair of governors/governor designated by the governing body to deal with complaints. He/she will try to see if there is a way forward. [Note that at this stage your complaint will not be made known to other governors. This is so that if it is necessary for the governors to hold a formal hearing of your complaint they will be able to maintain impartiality.]

If the chair/designated governor is unable to resolve the matter, your complaint will then be heard by a committee of three governors – the Complaints Review Committee. As explained above, they will have no prior knowledge of the case and will thus be able to make a fresh, unbiased assessment. You will be invited to attend the committee meeting, accompanied by a friend or representative if you wish, and to put your side of the matter. The headteacher will also attend to give his/her account. The governing body's complaints procedure explains how these meetings are conducted. You will be informed in writing of the Committee’s decision.

If your complaint is about an action of the headteacher personally
If your complaint is about an action of the headteacher personally, then you should refer it to Chair of Governors/Designated Governor. You can contact him/her by ......................

The Chair of Governors/Designated Governor will discuss the matter with you and attempt to resolve the problem. If you are not satisfied with the outcome of this process you will be asked to detail your complaint in writing and it will be considered by the Complaints Review Committee of the governing body – see above.
Further action

Complaints about school problems are usually settled within the schools but in exceptional cases it may be possible to refer the matter to an outside body such as the local education authority or the Secretary of State for Education and Skills. If necessary the chair of the Complaints Review Committee of the governing body will let you have further information.
Handling Complaints - Guidance for Individual Governors

Dealing with an approach from a parent who has a concern, grievance or complaint, can be one of the most difficult situations for a school governor. For, whilst the headteacher will invariably expect individual governors to support the school, the parent will be looking for at least a degree of impartiality, if not unquestioning acceptance of the justice of his/her cause.

Tensions are likely to occur because:

· on the one hand governors have no power (unless specifically delegated) to act individually outside the corporate governing body, and individual governors, even parent governors, have no remit to act as advocates for parents;

· whilst on the other, parents generally have an expectation that governors, particularly parent governors, are there to help them.

The challenge therefore is to establish a protocol which enables governors to live with these tensions and to operate so that whilst not appearing unsupportive to the school, they are not perceived by parents as unhelpful. It is suggested that governing bodies might wish to consider establishing a protocol along the following lines in the event of an approach by a parent with a concern/complaint:

· recognise that for the parent the issue is of serious concern (even if it appears trivial);

· LISTEN but avoid being drawn into voicing any explicit or implicit judgement;

· point out that as an individual governor they have no power to act;

· check whether the parent has raised their concern/complaint with the school;

· if not, advise them to do so and refer them to the school’s complaints procedure;

· consider whether it is appropriate to draw the matter to the attention of the headteacher 'for information' in a totally non-judgmental way, making it clear that this does not indicate siding with the parent.

Sometimes the concern/complaint will have implications for school policy or procedures. If so, it may be appropriate to raise the general issue at a governing body meeting but this should not be done until the individual complaint has been dealt with to avoid prejudicing those governors who would have to hear any formal complaint.
How to Listen to Complaints – Guidance for Governors and Staff

None of us like to receive complaints and a natural reaction is to be defensive, but this is usually counter productive. When you realise that you are listening to a complaint, try to remember the following:

Don’t 'pass the buck' 
Try not to keep transferring an angry person from one place to another. Make sure you know the contact person for anything you cannot deal with yourself.




Don’t be flippant 
First impressions count. You and the school may be judged on your immediate reaction.




Treat all complaints seriously 
However small or trivial it may seem to you, the complaint will be an important problem for anyone who takes the trouble to complain.




Treat every complaint individually
Even if you have already received several similar complaints the same day, it is probably the person’s first chance to have their say.




Be courteous and patient 
Be sympathetic and helpful, but do not blame other colleagues.




Say who you are 
If you are unknown to the person, introduce yourself.




Ask for their name and use it 
Anonymous complaints are acceptable only where there are special circumstances.




Take time to find out exactly what the problem is
It is easy for someone to forget to tell you an important detail, particularly if they are upset or annoyed.




Don’t take the complaint personally
To an angry or upset person, YOU are the school, and the only one they can put their feelings to right now.




Stay cool and calm 
Do not argue with the person - be polite and try to find out exactly what the person thinks is going wrong, or has gone wrong.




Check you are being understood
Make sure that the person understands what you are saying. Do not use jargon - it can cause confusion and annoyance to someone 'not in the know' or for whom English is a second language.




Don’t rush 
Take your time. Let people have their say, and let off steam if they need to. Listen carefully and sympathetically to their problems before replying and attempting to find a solution or offer a next step.
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A GENERAL COMPLAINTS


       PROCEDURE








1 In schools where the governing body is the employer and admissions body (Foundation and Voluntary Aided Schools), complaints should be addressed to the school’s governing body.


� Schools should reference child protection procedures (red book) rather than start their own investigations in such potential cases. In this context child protection covers emotional abuse, neglect, physical injury or sexual abuse.


� Note that, on grounds of possible bias, the designated governor would subsequently be ineligible to sit on a complaints review committee established under stage 3.


� At the beginning of each year the governing body should consider establishing a pool of governors from which to draw the Committee members. A Committee would normally consist of 3 governors. The Committee members must be governors with no prior involvement with the complaint. The Committee should decide who will act as Chair for the complaint to be heard and the complainant informed of that person’s name. It is not appropriate for the headteacher to sit on the committee. 


� Note that, on grounds of possible bias, the chair of governors (or designated governor) would subsequently be ineligible to sit on a complaints review committee established under stage 3.


� The Committee members must be governors with no vested interest in the outcome of the hearing or prior involvement with the complaint. The Committee will elect one of its number to chair the hearing. 
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