Handling student complaints
Guidance to staff

Introduction
1. Our Student Charter commits us to handling complaints from students in a fair and efficient way.  This means that we need to put things right quickly and effectively whenever things may have gone wrong.  Accordingly, we issue the following guidance to staff.
2. You should conduct yourself at all times in the knowledge that your handling of student complaints is subject to adjudication by the Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education.   You should therefore make sure that all interactions with students or student complainants from the very first conversation are conducted in a way which will stand up to external scrutiny. You should also explain to students who raise concerns or complaints that we operate within an open and accountable environment and you should readily tell them about their right to refer their complaint to the Independent Adjudicator if they are dissatisfied with what we have done.

Informal and formal complaints

3. It is to be expected that during your time at the University of East London you will be approached by a student who wishes to complain about some aspect of being a student.  This may have something to do with the student’s programme or with some aspect of the general services we provide.  Occasionally it may be more personal and relate to the behaviour of a member of staff, including your own.
4. Complaints may arise in conversation or they may be committed to letter or email.  It is very important that you handle any such complaints appropriately and in accordance with the approved procedures.

5. The basic rule is that if a student raises a concern with you which could quickly become a complaint, and if you are an appropriate person to respond, then you should do so. Do not feel defensive. Concerns and complaints are best dealt with at the point at which they arise and in a timely manner and you should feel empowered to put things right where you can.  Putting things right may involve you in setting up a dialogue with the student and in continuing that dialogue for as long as it appears to be making progress towards an informal resolution.  You should make it clear that complaints made in good faith are actively encouraged and that we are committed to resolving them quickly.   Some students fear that they will be victimised if they make a complaint and you should reassure them that this is not the case.  You should keep a record of the attempts you have made to resolve matters informally and you should encourage students to get help through the Students’ Union.  However, the time may come when the student needs to be told that nothing further can be achieved through informal mechanisms.  The student must then either accept the situation or submit a formal complaint.  When this arises you should draw the student’s attention to the Complaints Procedure which is available on the website.
6. If it is not appropriate for you to respond to a student concern that has been raised orally with you, you should advise the student to contact the appropriate member of staff within our schools and services.  If you receive a written complaint and it is not appropriate for you to respond, you should forward the letter or email to the appropriate member of staff, informing the student that you have done so.  In either of these cases, if you do not know who the appropriate member of staff is, you should ask the student to contact the Complaints Liaison Officer in the Quality Assurance Unit for advice.
7. You should be aware of which issues are dealt with through the Complaints Procedure and which through some other mechanism – please see section 1.3 of the Complaints Procedure.
Confidentiality

8.  A student raising a concern with you may wish to do so in complete confidence.  If that is the case, you will need the student’s permission before you can discuss the matter with anyone else.  The student should be told that very often little can be done if such permission is not granted.

9. You should be aware that relatives and friends of students have no automatic right to expect you to discuss students’ concerns with them.  To discuss any details of a student’s circumstances with a third party without the explicit written consent of the student is a breach of the Data Protection Act which could leave you and the institution legally exposed.

10. You should reassure students that all complaints will remain confidential to those people who are directly involved in their investigation and determination.

Investigating formal complaints

11. Where it has been impossible to arrive at an informal resolution, there are three stages at which staff may be involved in investigating student complaints more formally as follows.
Deans of schools/Directors of service
12. Under the complaints procedure, Deans of schools and Directors of service are required to carry out an investigation and to respond to the complaint with 15 days.  The nature of the investigation will depend on the circumstances of the case in question, but some important points are:

· You should seek to be as impartial as you can be and if you conclude that your school or service is at fault, you should say so and propose a speedy resolution.  You must not automatically assume that the purpose of your investigation is to demonstrate that the student is misguided in his or her complaint
· You should keep a record of how you have conducted your investigation, since this will be required at subsequent stages of the procedure.

· You must observe the time limits set out in the Complaints Procedure.  If you need more time for good reason, keep the complainant informed.

· If it is appropriate to the case to take signed witness statements from members of staff, you should do so.

· If you come to the conclusion in the course of your investigation that there is a prima facie case for taking disciplinary action against a member of staff, this aspect of the complaint should cease to be taken forward under the Complaints Procedure and you should seek the advice of the Director of Personnel Services.

Complaints Review Panel  
13. A complainant who is dissatisfied with the decision of the Dean of School or Director of Service may ask for a complaints review panel to be convened.   Staff who are appointed to such panels are issued with detailed guidance on how to conduct their further investigation of the complaint.
Independent Adjudicator
14. If all attempts at an internal resolution of the complaint have failed, or if the complaint has been dismissed, the complainant can submit the complaint to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education.  The Independent Adjudicator will request to see all relevant paper work from any stage of the complaint before reaching a decision.  
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